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This dissertation examines how the reading of complex literary texts is enacted by select 
tenth-grade students, and their teachers, both within and outside of the classroom context, with 
an aim toward deconstructing “close reading” as a preferred pedagogical choice with insufficient 
theorization or supporting research. First, utilizing an individual think-aloud protocol, the 
researcher solicited the responses of nine students, and one of their tenth-grade English teachers, 
as they read for the first time three short story texts selected based on their identification by the 
Common Core State Standards as texts of complexity for high school students: Chekhov’s 
Home, Poe’s The Cask of Amontillado, and Borges’ The Garden of Forking Paths. Those case 
study students were then studied ethnographically via the researcher’s participant observation in 
their tenth-grade English classes for all days over the period of time that a major literary text was 
taught: Golding’s Lord of the Flies. Based on the principles of microethnographic discourse 
analysis, the research applied open coding to all artifacts: the think-aloud commentaries, the 
verbatim transcripts of the audiotaped classroom oral discourse, the documents of classroom 
written discourse, and the verbatim transcripts of ongoing semi-structured individual interviews 
with the student and teacher case study participants based on themselves as readers both within 
and outside of their English classroom contexts. Ultimately, the dissertation identifies themes 
related to text complexity – those elements inherent to the text itself as perceived by the 
individual reader during the reading act – and related to text difficulty – those elements situated 
 
within a contextualized environment of the reading act, including individual reader, text, 
classroom, tasks, peers, and teacher – to offer provisional conclusions with the intent of 
reconceptualizing Rosenblatt’s transactional zone toward a stronger theory of how adolescents 
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I – INTRODUCTION 
“We take the passage, looking for something specific the author did that we are supposed 
to discover in there, and then figure out the meaning in that way,” says English language arts 
teacher Ashley McKeon in describing her pedagogy for teaching literature to her tenth-grade 
students. “I’m teaching them how to talk, how to have a discourse, how to analyze, how to 
elevate or deepen their initial thinking,” explains her colleague Bill Crighton. Both teachers 
identify such “close reading” as the desirable choice given an imagined alternative of being “one 
of those teachers who’s like ‘Uh huh, good job’ for everything that the kid says.” In their, and 
many of the rest of our, classrooms, students know what it means to “do” close reading: they are 
active and diligent; they complete assigned writing tasks; they verbally offer responsive text 
commentary. 
Yet what is the precise value of what Ms. McKeon’s and Mr. Crighton’s and all of our 
students enact when they “do” close reading? Indisputable is the interest of teachers in 
facilitating their students’ work with textual meaning, their discourse with others, their 
deepening understandings of what is read. Indisputable also is the competence of teachers like 
Ms. McKeon and Mr. Crighton in content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge, both general 
and discipline-specific. Ms. McKeon’s and Mr. Crighton’s students have also experienced 
energetic, motivated, expert teachers in their prior years of schooling, and through their and their 
teachers’ industry and desire to achieve have internalized skills, strategies, and ways of 
approaching literary texts via “close reading.”  
But despite the allure of the “close reading” banner, its advancement may have come at a 
cost for students. That is, despite our laudable intents, interests, and competencies, students’ 
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close reading enactments may be better described as performances that are contestable despite 
being well-executed. 
In several ways, the field of adolescent literacy has advanced both propitiously and 
problematically in recent decades. While certain movement in the field has supported a more 
transactional stance toward the teaching of literature, other movement has pulled back, 
advocating instead a close reading approach that has been insufficiently theorized and 
insufficiently researched in regard to its relationships to secondary students and how they read. 
In previous eras, reading was equated with decoding the relationships between letters and 
sounds, and sounds and the full words of which they were constituent parts; the focus was thus 
on preparing children to become expert decoders. Significantly, however, it became clear that 
decoding by itself was insufficient to account for the complexities of reading, not to mention 
reading well.   
Alvermann (2001) has phrased the field’s resultant shift as a move from the question 
“‘What does this text mean?’” to the question “‘How does it come to have a particular meaning 
(and not some other)?’” (p. 4) The latter raises to the forefront important questions of creative 
and critical reading that invoke an author’s positioning in the world, the individual reader’s 
positioning, and possibilities beyond the literal meaning of each particular word on the page. 
Speaking to the reader’s necessary role in the reading act was the RAND Reading Study Group’s 
report (2002) that envisioned “proficient readers who are capable of acquiring new knowledge 
and understanding new concepts, are capable of applying textual information appropriately, and 




Usefully linked to the recent developments in how the field has conceived of the reading 
act has been the relatively new understanding that the teaching of reading should not be isolated 
in a specialized “reading” department, but is a shared responsibility, including within secondary 
English language arts classrooms. Appleman (2010) notes that “[b]eing an English teacher now 
means – and at some pragmatic level probably always has meant – helping students make 
meaning as they read, a goal shared by teachers of literature and teachers of reading” (pp. 6-7). 
Indeed, beginning the final decade of the twentieth century, Mayher (1990) encouraged English 
language arts teachers to embrace that “[s]tudents must read, write, speak, and listen in 
purposeful and active ways if they are to develop; therefore the content of English derives 
primarily from the needs of the learner as a language user and as a thinker, creator, imaginer, 
learner, citizen, and future parent” (p. 37). It would seem hard to defend our not wanting every 
individual student in every classroom in our nation to be “purposeful and active” in his or her 
literacy. 
Yet the field of the teaching of reading to adolescent learners has shown signs of 
lassitude. In Applebee’s comprehensive analysis (1993), “[t]he overall impression of literature 
instruction that emerges . . . is one less of confusion than of complacency” (p. 192). To 
“completely rethink the bases of our programs in literature” (p. 199) was Applebee’s 
encouragement over twenty years ago, but the clarion call has not been answered satisfactorily.  
Although the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) in its Adolescent Literacy: 
A Policy Research Brief (2007) highlighted “literacy learning [as] an ongoing and non-
hierarchical process . . . [that] is recursive and requires continuing development and practice” (p. 
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2), and the International Reading Association (IRA)1 grounded its similar Adolescent Literacy: A 
Position Statement (2012) on the need for educators to do a better job helping adolescents “work 
with print and nonprint materials to make meaning and build relationships in their academic and 
social worlds” (p. 2), the research base for improving pedagogy based on what actual secondary 
students do when they read literary texts has remained scant.  
At the same time, the recent entry of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) 
(National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, Council of Chief State School 
Officers, 2010) has within the past five years altered the terrain of public school education, 
including in relation to the teaching of reading, in certain underexplored ways. One is the CCSS 
emphasis on the importance of secondary English language arts students reading more complex 
texts. True, a focus on text complexity may usefully switch the conversation away from thinking 
simply that some readers are just good, and others just bad. Beers (2003) puts it this way: 
“[A]nyone can struggle given the right text. The struggle isn’t the issue; the issue is what the 
reader does when the text gets tough” (p. 15, emphasis in original). Here again the “do[ing]” of 
the classroom is made paramount. However, although the CCSS foundation is that “students 
[should] read increasingly complex texts through the grades,” few have explored the nuances of 
what makes texts more or less complex for students in various classroom and out-of-classroom 
contexts. 
It is perhaps no surprise that “close reading” has again become prominent; defined by 
Hinchman and Moore (2013) as the “family of literary practices devoted to methodical 
interpretation of texts” (p. 443), it can be traced back all the way to the New Critics of a century 
ago, and once again leaves us trying to implement supposed best practices that have been 
                                                




problematically undertheorized and underresearched. In fact, it turns out, tenth-graders’ readings 
of complex literary texts, both within and outside of classroom contexts, reveal essential data 
regarding both the texts themselves and the contextual influences that seem to cause secondary 
readers to respond to those texts in certain ways and not others. Tentative yet well-founded 
conclusions based on the data are an important step toward filling the current vacuum of 
theoretical and empirical investigation, ultimately strengthening the already motivated work of 
teachers like Ashley McKeon, Bill Crighton, and the rest of us in classrooms across the United 
States with the goal of a stronger theory of how adolescents read literary texts.
 
 6 
II – REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
As noted in Chapter I, in the latter half of the twentieth century the field of teaching 
reading moved away from equating reading with simple decoding; this movement can be 
categorized roughly by movement in three subfields: reading comprehension, literary theory, and 
adolescent literacy. Developments in all three have recently begun to be synthesized into 
theoretical developments related to the transactional zone as applied to secondary English 
language arts classroom discourse, a synthesis providing essential theoretical ballast for the 
present study. 
Theoretical Developments from the Subfield of Reading Comprehension 
Although experts in the subfield of reading comprehension have typically studied 
primary school children, their work in the latter half of the twentieth century usefully broadened 
the field to encompass the qualitative nuances of what happens when people learn to read. 
Seminal to the changing field of reading research was Goodman’s work shifting the field 
away from a quantitative approach to analyzing readers, an approach wherein student readers 
were judged in proficiency based solely on the number of errors they made when reading text 
aloud. Goodman’s miscue analysis (1972/1997) quite importantly demonstrated that “[t]he 
number of miscues a reader makes is much less significant than the meaning of the language that 
results when a miscue has occurred” (pp. 534-555). Indeed, merely counting errors made when 
reading made no judgment about “the degree to which each miscue changed the meaning of the 
story” (p. 536). In other words, not all errors are equal, which brings to the conversation several 
important implications, both helpful and potentially problematic. 
For example, Goodman moved beyond simply counting the number of errors readers 
made to analyze whether students’ oral mistakes were acceptable syntactically and 
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grammatically. She also asked students to retell each text after it had been read, producing a 
“Retelling Score” based on “whether [each student] understood the theme, concepts, 
characterization, and plot of the story” (p. 537). Considering the first added element – whether a 
student utilized “acceptable language structures” (p. 537) even based on miscues – supports that 
not all errors are equal, and that student readers can in fact be producers of acceptable expressive 
language despite certain, occasional errors occurring in their receptive language. The second 
added element – whether a student could acceptably retell the story – supports that general 
meaning can be made of a text despite, also, certain, occasional errors occurring in one’s 
receptive language. However, this second added element assumes, by absence of critical 
discussion, that retelling of a story is a straightforward, uncomplicated act, even when aspects of 
text such as “theme, concepts, characterization, and plot” are invoked (p. 537). Later 
developments in the understanding of what stories mean, and their wide range of interpretive 
possibility, eventually necessitated that, while appreciating Goodman’s contribution to moving 
the field away from quantitative considerations of text, theorists find or develop a broader 
approach to qualitative considerations. 
Building on the understanding that reading comprehension is an active meaning-making 
process by the individual reader, other developments in the subfield of reading comprehension 
included the major advancements in schema theory advanced by R. C. Anderson (1984), R. C. 
Anderson and Freebody (1985), and Bransford (1984). R. C. Anderson (1984), observing that “a 
reader comprehends a message when he is able to bring to mind a schema that gives a good 
account of the objects and events described in the message” (p. 243), cites evidence of 
specialized vocabulary to demonstrate that readers with lesser, or no, knowledge of those fields 
of specialization will be quite mystified by a text containing such vocabulary, particularly if such 
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vocabulary is embedded in that text to a high degree. Foundationally, to these theorists and 
others, interpretation of text is not only not quantitative; it is qualitative in sophisticated ways.  
Theoretical Developments from the Subfield of Literary Theory 
Related developments expanding the field of teaching reading occurred in the latter half 
of the twentieth century within the world of reader-response theory, which Beach (1993) has 
reviewed in its historical context: early theoretical work in Romanticism had placed significant 
emphasis on the author of a text, and later major theoretical work in New Criticism on the text 
itself. In recent decades, a range of theorists has worked explicitly to pursue “a concern with how 
readers make meaning from their experience with the text” (p. 1). 
Perhaps the best known theorist associated with reader-response theory is Rosenblatt, 
whom Beach classifies as an “experiential theorist” given her interest in “describing readers’ 
processes of engagement and involvement” in the textual reading process (p. 49), described as a 
“drama” (pp. 58, 70) or a “dialectic interplay between student and text” (p. 59). In The Reader, 
the Text, the Poem: The Transactional Theory of the Literary Work (1978/1994), Rosenblatt 
situates herself as following the traditions in which the written text itself, and the author of that 
text, were given significant theoretical and practical importance; in her, expanded model, the 
reader of the text must be “admit[ted] into the limelight” (p. 5). Calling attention to the “ongoing 
process” of reading a text (p. 9) brings onto the stage that the reading process is “active, self-
ordering and self-corrective” (p. 11). Rosenblatt clarifies later that not all readings of text are 
created equal, with some indicating lapses of quality, cognition, perception, or attention, but 
active processing of text by the individual reader is the hallmark of the Rosenblattian model. 
Employing the term “transaction” (p. 17), Rosenblatt grounds her model in each and 
every individual reader interacting with the particular written text: “A specific reader and a 
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specific text at a specific time and place: change any of these, and there occurs a different circuit, 
a different event – a different poem” (p. 14). Thus, while the printed marks on the page have 
indisputable relevance, they do not relegate the individual reader to mere receiver or receptacle 
of codified information or ideas; rather, they rely on that individual reader in a tightly interwoven 
way. This has consequences for the temporality of the text, situating it absolutely in each 
particular moment of time and space: “The poem, then, must be thought of as an event in time . . 
. , a new experience” (p. 12). 
Significant attention has been paid to Rosenblatt’s categories of aesthetic reading vs. 
efferent reading, the former referring to when “the reader’s attention is centered directly on what 
he is living through during his relationship with that particular text” (p. 25, emphasis in 
original). That notion of aesthetic reading becomes linked by Rosenblatt to literary readings: “If 
a literary work of art is to ensue, the reader must turn his attention as fully as possible toward the 
transaction between himself and the text” (p. 28). At the same time, Rosenblatt notes that it does 
both concepts a disservice if aesthetic reading and efferent reading are placed on two ends of a 
binary; rather, “It is more accurate to think of a continuum, a series of gradations between the 
nonaesthetic and the aesthetic extremes” (p. 35, emphasis in original). Alongside the importance 
of the continuum for all sorts of theoretical and pedagogical reasons, an important value of both 
aesthetic reading and efferent reading is that they conceptually broaden reading from being a 
purely cognitive act to being an experiential act (pp. 38, 46), which has significant implications 
for classroom practices involving students and their teacher reading texts. 
Because the experience of each individual’s reading of a text is paramount, sizable room 
is allowed for “the reader’s own unique form of literary creativity” (p. 50) and “an element of 
creativity in even the simplest reading act” (p. 51). Alhough Rosenblatt allows ample room for 
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readers to participate in and grow from interpretive discourse with others, individual 
interpretation is not ancillary or subsidiary to collective interpretation: “[L]anguage – essentially 
social yet always individually internalized – makes the literary experience something both shared 
and uniquely personal” (p. 53). Indeed, “[t]he reader’s main purpose is to participate as fully as 
possible in the potentialities of the text. . . . [M]uch of the interest and vitality and texture of the 
total literary experience arises from the intensely personal activity of thought and feeling with 
which the literary transaction is impregnated and surrounded” (p. 69). Subsequent theorists and 
practitioners have varied in how, and the extent to which, they believe individual readings ought 
to be supported in and through classroom practice, but the significance of the individual reader to 
Rosenblatt’s model cannot be underestimated.  
Fifteen years after her text’s initial publication, Rosenblatt confirmed “that there is no 
such thing as a generic reading, that each reading involves a particular person at a particular time 
and place” (p. viii). Linking one’s lived world to one’s reading act, F. Smith (1988) has said that 
“[e]xperience is synonymous with being alive, creating and exploring, interacting with worlds – 
real, possible, and invented” (p. 62). Thus, within a proper study of the reading act the individual 
reader is not simply a potential focus; more essentially, the reading act is impossible without the 
individual reader, and how the text is created by and lives within, through, and around him or 
her. 
Theoretical Developments from the Subfield of Adolescent Literacy 
While the important work of reader-response theorists served the essential purpose of 
foregrounding the individual reader within the reading act, it did so mainly within theoretical 
frameworks supplemented by observations and analyses of how sophisticated readers, often at 
the college level, read texts. Conclusions applicable to adolescent readers were possible, but 
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often difficult given the gap between sophisticated readers, who have already gained many 
methods, techniques, skills, and strategies for reading texts, and developing readers, who have 
not. The subfield of adolescent literacy has exploded within the past decade to pay better 
attention to the particular needs of the latter learners. 
Blau, in “Performative Literacy: The Habits of Mind of Highly Literate Readers” (2003), 
positions modern notions of reading texts within a historical context that, prior to the mid-
1980’s, thought of literacy quite differently. In the most recent conception of literacy prior to 
Blau’s “disciplined literacy,” although students were productively advanced beyond even earlier 
frameworks that tended to prize memorization and recitation, “comprehension and analysis” 
were the norm, producing classroom practices focused, for example, on literary elements. 
Valuable as these trends appear when judged against their predecessors, the trends of early-20th-
century reading literacy tended to fall short of the complex demands increasingly required by the 
close of the century. 
Blau’s historical review leads him to describe “disciplined literacy” as tripartite, 
consisting of textual literacy, intertextual literacy, and performative literacy. Performative 
literacy, which gets the most attention in Blau’s piece, is “an enabling knowledge – knowledge 
that enables readers to activate and use all the other forms of knowledge that are required for the 
exercise of anything like a critical or disciplined literacy” (p. 19). As Blau develops the concept, 
it comprises several abilities of the reader: to attend to text; to embrace problems, challenges, 
and struggle when reading; to appreciate uncertainty as perhaps even intentional on an author’s 
part; to have an open-mindedness in relation to interpreting text; and to metacognitively 
appreciate the processes by which the reader himself or herself comes to understand text. Blau 
ends his piece by a call for pedagogical practices that embrace reading as a process. 
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In a more extensive exposition than Blau’s, Langer (2011) has theorized the discipline-
specific natures of reading literary texts and of reading non-literary texts, and has also detailed 
potential pedagogical implications. Recognizing the cognitive necessities of sophisticated 
reading, Langer’s model is toward the goal of creating students who “engage in active and 
ongoing meaning development, interiorize their various readings in a quest for personal 
reflection, analyze the text (and life) from critical perspectives to gain deeper understandings, 
and treat one another’s comments as having the potential to enrich (as well as challenge) their 
own ideas” (p. 5). Since each sub-goal requires active cognitive processing, Langer promotes 
teaching that helps students build “envisionments” in their minds as they read, an “envisionment 
represent[ing] the total understanding a reader has at a given point in time, resulting from the 
ongoing interaction between self and text” (pp. 15-16). The temporal nature of an envisionment 
should not be underestimated, for, in Langer’s model, interpretation is ongoing and recursive, 
including the others with whom one discusses a text (p. 16). Importantly, the reader is variantly 
objective and subjective at different stages of the envisionment-building process, at some 
moments “meaning beget[ting] meaning” as the reader is swept along in an evocative text world, 
at other moments “‘stepping back and rethinking what [he or she] know[s],’” as one’s schema, 
however well developed, may be productively jarred (pp. 18-19). 
Specific to literary reading, Langer urges an attitude of “discovery” and “exploration” (p. 
28) based on generic expectations and goals: “Literature invites speculation instead of closure, 
leaving the reader with an envisionment examined, yet still necessarily incomplete” (pp. 38-39). 
Literary envisionments are therefore naturally grounded in discourse with others in the 
classroom: “For teachers, . . . we need to see the classroom community as a dynamic entity – 
changing and flexing in responses to the individuals who constitute it” (p. 49). The dynamism of 
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the classroom is therefore imbued with productive struggle in many cases: “Such a community 
involves tensions and balances between personal identity and group affiliation, individuality and 
connectedness. Recognition of these tensions and balances between the individual and the group 
helps us conceptualize and support the most effective teaching and learning” (p. 50). 
Distinguishing between “participation” and “interaction” allows Langer to complexify the often-
turned phrase “student-centered classroom” (p. 58), invoking Bakhtin’s complexities associated 
with “dialogue” that “permits participants to consider other ways of interpreting and to view the 
individual selves within the class community as interwoven” (p. 65).1 Importantly, Langer nods 
to the importance of divergence in the literature classroom: “[S]tudents push one another’s 
thinking, helping one another expand on and defend their ideas. They are helped to hone and 
retain their reactions, rather than being forced into agreement. Individual ideas, if they fly, don’t 
get absorbed into some kind of consensus” (p. 84). 
Certain theorists, and theorist-practitioners, within the subfield of adolescent literacy 
have focused attention on strategy instruction as a means of developing strong(er) readers of 
texts at the middle and high school levels, although some of that instruction seems counter to the 
more pluralistic divergence advocated by those such as Blau and Langer. 
For example, in When Kids Can’t Read, What Teachers Can Do: A Guide for Teachers 6-
12, Beers (2003) offers both theory and practice to support middle and high school teachers in 
advancing students with all types of needs related to learning how to read. In general, Beers 
contends that successful readers are independent readers, and independent readers successful 
readers; conversely, students who are dependent in any of a number of ways are not as successful 
                                                
1 Similarly, Beach (1993) has linked Bakhtin with “discourse practices . . . embedded in a 
continually changing, fluid set of relationships that continually challenge. . . . Truth and 
knowledge are located in shifting, unstable discourses” (p. 128). 
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as teachers need to help them be. Dependence can manifest itself variously, including in 
cognitive and motivational domains (p. 17), and Beers’ text is comprehensive in suggesting 
myriad means for promoting reading literacy among various kinds of students. Key to Beers’ 
approach is “direct, explicit instruction in comprehension strategies” within a framework 
involving guided practice and independent practice (p. 37). While certain facets of Beers’ theory 
and promoted methodology are less direct, her preference is clear in moments such as “Teachers 
must be prepared to switch to more direct, explicit models of instruction if that is what any 
particular student needs” (p. 36). Arguing for teacher agency is a necessary corollary to Beers’ 
belief that “Teachers – not programs – are the critical element in a student’s success” (p. 38); this 
postulate tends to obscure, if not diminish, the more complex nature of classroom discourse 
surrounding text. 
Schoenbach, Greenleaf, Cziko, and Hurwitz’s (1999) Reading for Understanding: A 
Guide to Improving Reading in Middle and High School Classrooms is similar to Beers’ text in 
its theoretical and practical implications, although Schoenbach et al. tend to collectivize students 
even more than Beers does. Usefully, the authors claim a necessary balance between individual 
reader agency and social reading environment, articulating “a view of learning as a social-
cognitive interactive process” (p. 20). Yet their guided apprenticeship model, as the authors 
themselves observe in their final chapters related to professional development needs, is founded 
on a high degree of specific reading knowledge on the part of the individual classroom teacher: 
“Becoming aware of your own reading processes is the essential first step in helping students 
focus on how they read and, therefore, on their ongoing development as successful discipline-
specific readers. As you read, on your own and with your students, two questions must be in the 
forefront of your mind: How did I come to my understanding of what this text may mean? What 
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is invisible here that I need to make visible for my students?” (p. 137) These suggestions imply 
more than Schoenbach et al. admit: they promote to practitioners that there is one preferred way 
to read a text, and that the experienced, “master” teacher will shine a light, as it were, on the way 
to be followed by his or her students. 
The particulars of the strategy instruction promoted by those such as Beers and 
Schoenbach et al. demonstrate the current tension in the field related to the extent to which 
readers at the secondary level necessitate guided support by their teachers as they read texts. That 
texts like Beers’ and Schoenbach et al.’s have been widely adopted across the United States 
suggests the enormous power and attraction to teachers of “classroom strategies that will work.” 
Yet some have expressed concern with what they see as the limiting focus of explicit strategies 
instruction. As observed by Cassidy, Valadez, Garrett, and Barrera (2010), “[T]he depth and 
complexity of reading comprehension in middle and high school requires much more than direct, 
explicit comprehension instruction” (p. 451). 
Beginning to Theorize into the Transactional Zone as Applied 
 to Secondary English Language Arts Classroom Discourse 
Developments from the subfields of reading comprehension, literary theory, and 
adolescent literacy can be seen as influencing recent theoretical developments and tensions 
related to the transactional zone as applied to secondary English language arts classroom 
discourse. 
Pressley and Wharton-McDonald (2006) have stressed that productive reading strategy 
instruction must be transactional, allowing a student to develop his or her own capacities and 
skills through the process of hearing others utilize similar capacities and skills in speech that 
matters to the student (p. 304). Thus, “instruction” to Pressley and Wharton-McDonald is tied 
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significantly to classroom practices that make text conversation critical: “Make your 
comprehension instruction about students practicing the strategies as mental processes, modeling 
for other students as they do so, talking together about the strategies being used during actual 
reading” (p. 332). Not only is transactional strategies instruction grounded in social acts of 
conversation; it also remains flexible and responsive to student needs: “The information provided 
to students during practice depends very much on the particular problems the students encounter 
and the particular ways that their understanding is deficient” (p. 308). At first blush, “deficient” 
is jarring, suggesting that there is only one interpretation of text to be articulated, and that 
students who have not arrived at that particular interpretation must be led there. On the contrary, 
however: Pressley and Wharton-McDonald praise research that has revealed in practice, for 
example, “that no two semantic maps should be alike” (p. 313) and that “teachers did not attempt 
to evaluate [students’] responses but rather encouraged the students to elaborate on them – 
encouraging students to process the content further using strategies” (p. 314).  
Smagorinsky (2001) has used Vygotsky as a basis for his defense of a transactional zone 
as elemental to the reading process. To Smagorinsky, “[f]undamental” to the reading process “is 
the reader’s creation of new texts” (p. 134). Pushing back against models that locate meaning 
solely in a text itself, Smagorinsky discerns a political element: “[A]ttributing meaning to the 
text alone simply assigns to the text an officially sanctioned meaning, often one so deeply 
presumed that other interpretations inevitably are dismissed as incorrect or irrelevant” (p. 137). 
Valorizing one interpretation over another has the clear potential effect of minimizing other 
interpretations to the point of silencing voices. Noting that much reading comprehension 
research has been situated outside of contexts necessitating “discussion-mediated, recursive, 
deliberate, constructive reading” (p. 144), Smagorinsky’s research has been classroom-specific, 
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investigating more specifically how dialogue and other mediating behaviors help students 
develop their understandings and representations of texts. “The transactional zone is available 
when readers have been enculturated to recognize the codes by which the texts are produced” (p. 
146), and thus classroom culture becomes the field in which teacher helps students, and students 
help students, develop their understandings of how texts are written – both other authors’ texts as 
well as their own. At the same time, relatively unexplored in Smagorinsky’s discussion is the 
extent to which divergence and convergence operate in the transactional zone. On the one hand, 
recognizing the value of personal experience to one’s reading of a text, Smagorinsky calls on 
teachers to “move toward not just allowing but encouraging . . . idiosyncratic and imaginative 
representations” (pp. 157-158). On the other hand, discussing what he sees as apathy and 
resistance in the class settings he has researched, Smagorinsky presents one young man as 
“undermin[ing] the kinds of relationships that can lead to the consonant sorts of discussions we 
found in other groups” (p. 161). The particulars of that young man do seem frustrating in the 
context of the classroom transcription, but to valorize “consonan[ce]” is itself a political move 
seemingly in tension with Smagorinsky’s intent. The interplay between consonance and 
dissonance, between convergence and divergence, produces a tension not unique to 
Smagorinsky’s work. 
Wilhelm, Baker, and Dube (2001) have also framed their strategic approach to reading 
instruction on the theoretical work of Vygotsky, which in their conception leads to stronger 
teaching of reading than does either the teacher-centered or the student-centered end of the 
conventional binary. Essentially, “Vygotsky’s notion of instruction would have teachers doing 
complex tasks in meaningful contexts with students helping as much as they can . . . . Through 
repetitions of the task, students take on more and more of the responsibility, with the teacher 
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helping as needed and naming the new strategies employed by the student. Eventually students 
do the task on their own” (pp. 10-11). Here, alhough the parameters of Wilhelm et al.’s work are 
expansive in their potentiality, the model emphasizes explicit strategy instruction: indeed, 
becoming an electrician through apprenticeship (pp. 7-8) and becoming a successful basketball 
player (p. 20) are the key metaphors. Yet reading is more complex than the singular “task” 
suggests, and allusions to sports break down when one considers that “the game situation” is 
inaptly applied to literacy, where one does not need to beat an opponent in competition nor 
participate only toward success in high-stakes situations. Even the thoughtful cognition of the 
master electrician, while admirable, would not appear to necessitate the attention to background 
knowledge, schema development, active questioning, and more that good reading requires.  
Tracey and Morrow (2012) offer a stronger, more theoretically sophisticated, framing of 
Vygotskian theory in relation to the reading act. Given that “children learn as a result of their 
social interactions with others” (p. 127), Tracey and Morrow reference Slavin’s work to detail 
the importance of scaffolding in broad terms: “This support can take the form of ‘clues, 
reminders, encouragement, breaking down the problem into steps, providing an example, or 
anything else that allows the student to grow in independence as a learner’” (p. 128). Scaffolding 
can be provided to the individual student both by his or her teacher and by other students, again 
toward the goal of independent achievement by the student (p. 205). Wilhelm et al. (2001), by 
contrast, present a more narrow view of scaffolding, writing that “[t]he teacher has to provide 
this scaffold to support the construction, which is proceeding from the ground into the 
atmosphere of the previously unknown. The scaffold is the environment the teacher creates, the 
instructional support, and the processes and language that are lent to the student in the context of 
approaching a task and developing the abilities to meet it” (p. 18). Compounding the previous 
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theoretical problems with Wilhelm et al.’s writing in this regard, the authors here perpetuate the 
notion that the teacher is expert at all things, structural, instructional, and discourse-oriented. The 
student, and his or her peers, are actually loaned certain things by the grace, as it were, of the 
expert teacher, a conception that does serious injustice to not only the agency, but also the 
dignity, of each individual student and his or her contributions as reader. Terming the teacher’s 
knowledge “a more mature approach to a problem” (p. 19) reduces the student learner to a 
relatively menial apprentice who can only hope to one day be at the teacher’s expert level. Yet 
clearly the student has much to offer the teacher as well, if one considers the potential richness of 
classroom discourse. 
Exploring questioning as elemental to the reading process, for example, F. Smith (2004) 
has noted that “[t]he meaning that readers comprehend from text is always relative to what they 
already know and to what they want to know” (p. 162). Since readers, from F. Smith’s 
theoretical perspective, work to comprehend text as they read by reducing their uncertainty 
(“uncertainty” broadly conceived, including uncertainty about topic, about theme, about 
connections), the questioning process is nearly essential for a reader to express his or her 
confusions about text. Langer’s (2011) model also includes ample room for questioning as “both 
normal and necessary” (p. 69) in an environment in which remarks are neither static nor staid, 
but “provisional comments that lead the group into a fuller range of explorations” (p. 70). 
Furthermore, Langer’s suggested questioning process is flexible, responsive to the ever-changing 
needs of each particular classroom discourse community (p. 77). 
Taboada, Tonks, Wigfield, and Guthrie (2009) have investigated the relationship between 
questioning of, and around, text and students’ motivation to read. Because “a reader who asks a 
relatively large number of high-quality questions conveys her curiosity, inquisitiveness, and 
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interest in the topic and text at hand” (p. 98), active questioning implies a strong internal 
motivation for reading in the academic context. Yet the relationship between questioning and 
motivation is not as simple as stating that greater motivation leads to better questioning. 
Pressley’s research (2004) suggests that few conversations about texts in secondary school 
classrooms are based, even implicitly, on strategies for how to read those texts. Further, those 
conversations that involved discussion of strategies appeared to do so only when the teacher 
actively prompted such discussion through the teacher’s own questioning; students were 
independently not conversing about how they were reading texts (pp. 420-421).  
Shifting ground to focus on the individual student learner and the classroom context, in 
its complexity, must go further than the work of theorists such as Rosenshine (1995), who 
advises that the secondary teacher ought to “support or facilitate the learner as she or he develops 
internal procedures that enable [him or her] to perform the higher level operations” (p. 266). 
Because of his belief that language in an environmental context is constricted to the extent that 
certain discourses obtain over others, Gee (2001) promotes rich experiences with and around 
texts as key to developing readers able to use language in appropriate social environments, 
considering the need for learners to “interact extensively with adults and more advanced peers 
and experience cognitively challenging talk and texts on sustained topics and in different genres 
of oral and written language” (p. 724). It is important to note that Gee’s “Discourse” is often 
articulated by him in the plural, acknowledging that “we are socialized into a great many across 
our lifetimes” (p. 720). A given classroom community, then, may well be the intersection of 
several Discourses, some more academic than others, some more shared than others, some more 
or less divergent. To what degree can classroom communities of practice prepare students for 
Discourses around the reading of texts promoting active engagement at high, complex levels? 
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Alvermann (2003) highlights briefly several malleable factors in the secondary English 
language arts classroom environment, from the actual texts being read to the grouping factors 
that bring students together to talk about text (pp. 14-15). Such multiple foci are certainly 
appropriate for promoting classrooms in which we “stag[e] the conditions for students to rethink 
and reenact their social semiotic relations,” including “struggling readers” in our analyses and 
pedagogies (Luke & Elkins, 2000, p. 397). From a different perspective, Jerome Harste, 
interviewed by Monson and Monson (1994), provides a lucid explanation and defense of inquiry: 
In an inquiry curriculum questions come from living. . . . [P]ossibilities organize an 
inquiry curriculum. . . . In actual fact, all of us need time to wander and wonder in terms 
of finding inquiry questions that interest us. . . . You come to curriculum possibilities by 
systematically rotating topics under investigation through the disciplines, through the 
sign systems, and also, in some ways, through the kinds of personal and social knowledge 
that the group you are working with has already shared. (pp. 519-520) 
Since the active minds of inquirers can and will pursue complex “liv[ed]” topics that they find 
interesting – individually, within small groups, and within large(r) groups – the directions 
students will take in such a curriculum are undetermined and indeterminate. Yet Harste’s program 
is not just rigorous; it is eminently meaningful, meaningful in that it replicates the powerful 
intellectual life that is “wander[ing] and wonder[ing].”  
Rex et al. (2010), in their analysis of literacy research published in the first decade of the 
twenty-first century, have noted a trend of “deconstructing traditional binaries,” of 
“conceptualiz[ing] literacy as complex, dynamic processes and actions implicated by social and 
political investments” (p. 95). Their coding of the research followed five main questions asked 
by researchers, including what and how “literate identities” are constructed in schools. Here the 
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complexity of literacy education directly affects even the analysis of identity, “arguing against a 
single, commonly accepted or essentialized understanding” (p. 101). Such complex identities of 
literacy are theoretically consonant with the potentialities of the transactional zone, the nuances 
of which have really only begun to be explored. 
Christoph and Nystrand (2001) have pursued possibilities for the most successful 
transactional classroom practice via what they term the “dialogic classroom.” Such a classroom 
is characterized by “the free exchange among students and the teacher” (p. 250), yet proves 
particularly hard to effectuate, especially given that there is a “cumulative” factor such that even 
strong bids toward dialogic inquiry are not always successful (p. 251). Certain practices, the 
authors note, support dialogic pedagogy better than do others, including, from a Bakhtinian 
perspective, the degree to which “pluralism and heteroglossia (many voicedness)” (p. 252) are 
enacted. The authors draw useful attention to the complicated interplays in classroom 
conversations about text, interplays that draw teacher and students into dances of interpretation 
that sometimes involve convergence, sometimes divergence, what Christoph and Nystrand term 
“an ecology of learning” in each particular classroom (p. 278). For both teacher and students 
(individually as well as collectively) are risk elements to such dialogism that are not easy to 
overcome, but worthwhile in the effort to “transform . . . mundane roles into interpretive roles” 
(p. 278).   
Christoph and Nystrand’s ethnographic research is a beginning to the very necessary 
investigation of the transactional zone as applied to secondary English language arts classroom 
discourse and the complex texts with which it is typically concerned. Significantly, the authors’ 
analysis of one case study categorized the teacher’s questions by the degree to which they were 
“authentic,” defined by the authors as how well they “signal to students that the teacher is 
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interested in what they think and know, as opposed to whether they can engage in mere recitation 
by repeating material given in a text or other source” (p. 282). In their analysis, most of the 
teacher’s questions were non-authentic, though those few that were did important things such as 
“calling students’ attention to important evidence in literary texts but not explaining to them at 
the time how the evidence might be interpreted” (p. 263). While it is undeniable that the 
questions that Christoph and Nystrand assign to this category of authenticity are of higher order 
than those questions that are more procedural or close-ended, it is also possible to question the 
degree to which “scaffolding,” as the authors use the term, is consistent with sophisticated 
theoretical frameworks for the development of textual interpretation. For example, validating a 
statement in which teacher Kathy says, “If I were to ask you what in your opinion is the most 
important symbol in The Miracle Worker [sic] and you chose keys, you’d have to take 
information from the story that you think emphasizes why that’s most important,” Christoph and 
Nystrand call attention to the possibilities Kathy has implied for further student-generated 
possibilities about which symbols are important in the text and for what reasons (p. 264). Left 
unaddressed, however, is Kathy’s expert implication that symbolism is the important thing for 
the student readers to focus on. Although the authors elevate teacher commentary that “validates 
a student’s response and puts it into the play of discussion,” they do little to query what is 
enabled, and what disabled, when the teacher is the controller of what constitutes a “valid” 
response (p. 250).  
Nystrand himself has written (1997b) that true “dialogic” conversations “require that 
teachers abandon the security of their roles as authoritative repositories and referees of 
unproblematic knowledge in favor of the more subtle and ostensibly risky roles of master 
conversant, catalyst, critic, and organizer of dialogue” (p. 89). The nuances of those roles are 
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complicated, as observed by Rogers, Green, and Nussbaum (1990), who provide an illustration 
of why the pedagogical practices valorized by Christoph and Nystrand need critique. Noting that 
questioning has to be analyzed within an entire classroom dynamic that extends longitudinally in 
both directions from any given day in a classroom, Rogers et al. observe that a well-intentioned 
teacher may think that he or she is facilitating student textual recall when moving quickly 
through a back-and-forth conversation about the plot of a given text; however, students are just 
as likely to interpret such conversation as reifying the teacher as expert and implying the futility 
of student-generated interpretations around text (p. 79). The preferences of a teacher for goals, 
objectives, and structure for a conversation may well have the effect of diminishing or silencing 
alternate, divergent interpretations even if not voices (p. 86). Rex and McEachen (1999) elevate 
the analysis of classroom discourse around texts by exploring “transformative discussion,” in 
which an essential element is the consideration of how “students take up and reconstruct 
opportunities for their own learning and for their teacher’s further participation” (p. 67), which 
can be appreciated almost immediately as an analysis more theoretically rigorous, from the 
perspective of seeking to understand how students come to read texts, than that undertaken by 
Christoph and Nystrand. Rex and McEachen stress that “[r]eading as a knowledge-in-action 
construct is not only inferential, and it is interpretive at the point of word” (p. 92), which is more 
consistent with theoretical constructs putting essential agency on the student as reader and as 
learner. 
In exploring the “crucible” (p. 70) they call whole-class oral discourse around text, Rex 
and McEachen note “asymmetrical communicative interactions” that ultimately contribute to the 
“transformation of students’ reading identities” (pp. 72-73). For example, central to such a 
classroom is that students “choose the textual passages that they regard as odd, inappropriate, 
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confusing, or boring as the sites to be mined for meaning” (p. 78). Paramount for Rex and 
McEachen’s research has been the importance of both the community and the individual student 
learner in that community, “to make visible how those meanings had become commonly held by 
the group through the interaction of individual meanings, and to explore how common meanings 
shaped particular interactional engagements for individuals” (p. 81). Rex and McEachen’s 
conceptualization of the role of questions in classroom oral discourse around texts is also 
theoretically rigorous, considering, for example, their acknowledgement of “the role of student 
questions as valuable in and of themselves, without attachment to answers. . . . [R]aising a good, 
thoughtful question was sufficient to signal a significant intellectual and academic 
accomplishment in this classroom” (p. 101). Still, Ciardiello (2007) has demonstrated that not all 
student-initiated questioning is created equal. 
There can be little doubt of the value of Rex and McEachen’s work as a means of 
highlighting classroom oral discourse around texts without reducing the complexity of 
conversations around texts by simplistic analyses of questions asked by teachers and answered 
by students. A particularly sharp rhetorical move comes when Rex and McEachen frame their 
study as “showing the gradual and tenuous process of building an inclusionary culture through 
the moves of its interactants” (p. 118). Though the authors do not make this case themselves, 
“interactants” frames students in the classroom more aptly than does the more usual 
“participants,” particularly when one considers that “participation” may well, in conventional 
usage, apply to situations in which the individual actor has little agency or control over the 
particular activity engaged in. An “interactant,” on the other hand, is both reactive and active, 
reagent and agent. A strong theoretical basis is provided by Nystrand’s (1997a) elaboration of 
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Bakhtin’s “dialogic” to represent “tension, even conflict, . . . juxtaposition of relative 
perspectives and struggle among competing voices” (p. 8). 
The Transactional Zone and Its Relationship to “Text Complexity” 
As the subfields of reading comprehension, literary theory, and adolescent literacy have 
begun to be synthesized into theoretical developments related to the transactional zone as applied 
to secondary English language arts classroom discourse, it is clear that the relationships between 
text and reader are nothing short of essential. Particularly because literary texts at the secondary 
level are themselves complex, simple theoretical and pedagogical assertions have been both 
inappropriate and problematic, leading to praxis that is at best uninformed and at worst counter-
productive. Nowhere does this seem to be the case more than in the broad subfield related to 
“text complexity,” itself a complex concept, and the one urging this study’s sustained attention. 
“Text Complexity”: A Fraught Concept as Framed by the Common Core State Standards 
“Text complexity” as a concept has been recently co-opted by the Common Core State 
Standards; although the authors of the CCSS have explicitly stated an interest in advancing text 
complexity, their basic framework is undertheorized and fraught. 
Reading between the Lines is the 2006 report by ACT that served as the prominent source 
for the CCSS contention that “K-12 texts have, if anything, become less demanding” over the 
five decades prior, a claim called “clear” and “alarming” in Appendix A of the CCSS (p. 2). The 
ACT analysis led to the conclusion that it was the complexity of text that students could 
meaningfully read that led to students’ greater success on the ACT benchmarks associated with 
success in literacy in general: “[P]erformance on complex texts is the clearest differentiator in 
reading performance between students who are likely to be ready for college and those who are 
not” (pp. 16-17, emphasis in original). This differentiation as an outcome of the analysis of 
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students’ abilities to read texts of varying complexities is distinct, the report claims, from the 
conclusions of similar analyses of students’ abilities to comprehend at literal and inferential 
levels, and of students’ abilities to answer questions related to textual elements including main 
idea, supporting details, and word meaning. The conclusion, then, is that a particularly 
compelling need is to advance students’ facility with reading complex texts.  
In Appendix A of the CCSS are conflated quite different elements of the reading act 
under the combined term “text complexity.” To offer analytical clarity to the conversation, the 
present study distinguishes those elements into two categories: 
(a) Text Complexity: Those elements inherent to the text itself as perceived by the 
individual reader during the reading act; and 
(b) Text Difficulty: Those elements situated within a contextualized environment of the 
reading act, including individual reader, text, classroom, tasks, peers, and teacher. 
The first and second of the three categories employed in the CCSS Appendix A – quantitative 
and qualitative – are thus theorized as “text complexity,” while the third category – reader and 
task considerations – is theorized as “text difficulty.” This adjustment appears more theoretically 
consonant with an understanding that what is enacted by the reader during the reading act is quite 
different when the elements of a particular transactional zone are recognized. To a stronger 
theory of how adolescents read literary texts, it was anticipated that sustained analytical attention 
to these two concepts would be a welcome addition. 
 To productively advance the field, this study was framed by three Research Questions: 
the first focused on Text Complexity; the second focused on Text Difficulty; the third focused on 
interrelationships between Text Complexity and Text Difficulty. This framing is true to the 
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“reciprocal interplay” of text and reader within the “organically-interrelated situation” 
(Rosenblatt, 1985, pp. 100-101). 
Research Question 1: Toward A Clarified Text Complexity 
 Based in large part on the influence of the CCSS over the past five years, this study 
acknowledges both quantitative and qualitative approaches to text complexity, though the 
former’s inappropriateness, especially for texts read in secondary English language arts 
classrooms, cannot be overemphasized. 
 The quantitative dimension and its limitations. 
As many as three decades ago, empirical research revealed the inadequacies of 
quantitative approaches to text complexity. Davison and Kantor (1982) analyzed original texts 
and revisions of those texts made to increase average word frequency and reduce average 
sentence length. While some revisions seemed successful and unproblematic, other revisions 
actually could be determined to have inadvertently increased text complexity in ways indirectly 
related to word frequency and sentence length – for example by increasing inference load for a 
reader by removing connective words, subordinate clauses, and the like. Indeed, for some 
moments of some texts it appeared that longer sentences were actually less complex since they 
spelled out in clearer detail what readers needed to understand about relationships between ideas 
(pp. 194-195). Davison and Kantor unsurprisingly proposed that student readers may actually be 
more affected by factors outside quantitative ones, including “the purposes and background of 
the reader” (pp. 207, 189). Calling such additional factors “unexplored and undefined” (p. 190), 
Davison and Kantor urged further research into those factors beyond the quantitative ones related 
to word frequency and sentence length. 
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Yet the CCSS have trumpeted quantitative measurements of text complexity, asserting 
that certain “aspects of text complexity . . . are better measured by algorithm than by a human 
reader” (p. 7). Thus, both Flesch-Kincaid scores and Lexile scores are based upon “word length 
and sentence length as proxies for semantic and syntactic complexity” (p. 7), though even the 
CCSS briefly acknowledge such measures as less appropriate for sophisticated literary texts. In 
fact, narrative text, which tends to use simpler and more repetitive syntactical structures (in 
dialogue, for example) has been consistently underestimated in complexity when compared to 
informational text (Hiebert, 2010/2011, p. 34). Further, Pearson and Hiebert (2013) have noted 
that “simpler” does not necessarily mean “less complex” when understood fully: “[W]hen writers 
of instructional materials for children try to simplify prose by breaking longer, grammatically 
more complex sentences into shorter, grammatically simpler ones, they often burden the reader 
with extra inferential tasks” (p. 3). Additionally, even when the complications of quantitative text 
measurements are appreciated, there is quite inadequate theorization of “what ‘long’ sentences or 
‘low’ word frequency mean for students’ comprehension and instruction” (Hiebert, 2010/2011, 
p. 35). One might theorize, for example, some falling-off effect such that, by the high school 
level, syntactical complexity or word recognition become quite secondary to other concerns 
related to text. 
Although Fisher, Frey, and Lapp (2012) note that proponents of quantitative 
measurement have worked to expand its validity through more and more multifaceted computer 
models, which now use techniques such as latent sematic analysis to bring to bear on every word 
in a text the other words commonly associated with that word, a move the authors term as going 
“beyond a human’s ability to detect and measure” (p. 33), once humans have been divorced from 
the reading act, one might legitimately ask what is being excluded and perhaps what damage is 
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being done. Indeed, Fisher et al. come to support qualitative measurement of text complexity for 
just that reason, noting its recognition of the “human reader” (p. 25) – a relevant nod itself to the 
agency of the reader in all reading acts. 
 The qualitative dimension and its limitations, but also potential. 
Thus, although qualitative measurement of text complexity regards the reader only in the 
decontextualized abstract, there is a level of humanity within such measurement that is endorsed 
by Fisher et al., and for good reason particularly when qualitative measurement of texts is 
compared with quantitative measurement of texts. To Fisher et al., the “overlapping features of 
texts that contribute to comprehension and learning” (p. 42) can be categorized into four 
qualitative factors inherent to any given text: its levels of meaning and purpose, its structure, its 
language conventionality and clarity, and its knowledge demands. These four qualitative factors 
are the same four identified in Appendix A of the CCSS, which Pearson and Hiebert (2013) 
suggest derive explicitly from the ACT Reading between the Lines (2006). Each of these four 
factors is further divided into relevant subcategories, though slightly differently by Fisher et al. 
(pp. 47-48ff) from the divisions in the CCSS Appendix A. 
Much as qualitative examination of text complexity is appealing in that it requires the 
agency of a human reader, rather than a computer, to determine, its complications surface almost 
immediately. For example, determining a text’s purpose tends to be neither straightforward nor 
facile, particularly when it comes to literary texts. Reading between the Lines (2006) handles the 
category of purpose, as Pearson and Hiebert (2013) note, via text annotation that includes a 
thematic statement before the text is presented to readers (p. 11). This is perhaps the most 
obvious articulation of the unsophisticated belief that, like main idea in informational texts, 
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theme in literary texts can be reduced to a single statement determined based on the words of the 
text alone. Little, or no, appreciation of divergent readings of literary texts is evident.  
Another problematic category of qualitative text measurement is that of knowledge 
demands. To avoid bringing in the particular knowledge of any given individual reader, Fisher et 
al. define this category as “broader assumptions” that eventually mean cultural and historical 
knowledge invoked in all readers of a text. This tends to neglect intra-reader variability and 
instead to homogenize the reading act in favor of how members of a reading majority would 
respond to a text; the possibility that varying knowledge demands may exist is ignored. Further, 
while knowledge demands may be more easy to determine at the extreme ends – Pearson and 
Hiebert (2013) offer that reading Crime and Punishment almost certainly requires one’s 
familiarity with crime either in the personal or the abstract (p. 26) – it is far from clear that 
knowledge is a true “demand” anywhere. Might broad or deep background knowledge add to 
one’s reading of a text, but the absence thereof not impede the essential reading of the text? Does 
a text “demand” knowledge as much as it might “summon forth” knowledge? And might a 
secondary student’s compensatory strategies for reading complex texts mediate when 
background knowledge presumed by the text’s author is lacking in the student reader? 
Other recent attempts at articulating qualitative features of text complexity reveal further 
complications. Rabinowitz and Bancroft (2014), for example, offer that, though Shakespeare’s 
writing “would seem, on the surface, more difficult for youngsters to navigate,” the historical 
and geographical distances between his worlds and students’ modern worlds may in fact make it 
relatively easy to discern certain thematic elements, such as irony, in his texts, whereas to discern 
the same in some contemporary literature may be harder since the texts are closer to home, so to 
speak (pp. 26-27). Additionally, although it is often believed that texts with greater internal 
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cohesion are necessarily less complex, Mesmer, Cunningham, and Hiebert (2012) complicate 
that postulate as well, suggesting that readers with greater background knowledge require less 
cohesion in a text, and that a text with greater cohesion may actually impede such readers in the 
reading act (p. 243). As Hiebert has noted elsewhere (2010/2011), even cohesion itself is 
multivalenced, with at least two types – grammatical and lexical, the first referring to syntax and 
the second to language – obtaining and interacting (p. 36).  
Despite the complications of qualitative assessment of text complexity, it is certainly 
more attractive than quantitative assessment is, and, in fact, itself has potential. Chall, Bissex, 
Conard, and Harris-Sharples (1996), in their seminal Qualitative Assessment of Text Difficulty: A 
Practical Guide for Teachers and Writers, report on work in which various texts were presented 
to expert readers whose “intuitive knowledge” was then invoked to rank those texts in 
complexity (p. x); Chall et al. then extrapolate traits of text complexity that they place into four 
general categories that transcend genre of text: language, sentence length and complexity, 
conceptual difficulty, and idea density and difficulty (p. 16). One focus of Chall et al.’s work is 
its possibility for practitioners who seek to align texts for their classrooms with not only abstract 
scales of text complexity, but also exemplar passages matched to those scales (p. 8). Literature 
gets special treatment by Chall et al., who distinguish it even from popular fiction, literature, in 
their words, requiring “more imaginative stretch by the reader,” a foray into a text’s “aesthetic 
and philosophic dimensions” and its “true complexity” (p. 57). Pearson and Hiebert (2013) 
commend this aspect of Chall et al.’s text, linking it to the implicit assumption “that content is a 
primary source of complexity” (p. 10), an idea of potential relevance as one considers whether 
all qualitative features of text complexity are created equal. 
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As Mesmer et al. (2012) present a theoretical model of text complexity for early grades, 
they propose that various qualitative features of text complexity are not necessarily created equal 
(p. 243). Pearson and Hiebert (2013) assert also that the variable effects of different qualitative 
elements of text complexity may differ as student readers age (p. 27). Yet particularly in relation 
to the secondary grades, the differential effects of various qualitative features of text complexity 
have been underresearched. For example, Chall et al.’s contention that the most complex literary 
texts benefit significantly from “a wide literary and cultural knowledge” (p. 50) suggests that 
linguistic features of text complexity recede in importance as readers age, a point supported by 
Pearson and Hiebert’s (2013) suggestion that “linguistic complexity” may not in and of itself 
affect the readability of a text, but instead “simply reflect the complexity of the ideas the 
language represents” (p. 2). If a main trait of highly complex texts is their greater reliance on 
inference, ideas, rather than the particular sentences that communicate those ideas, may be 
paramount in qualitative measurements of text complexity.  
In summary, while the quantitative dimension of text complexity is quite fraught, the 
qualitative dimension is less so, but its potential has been largely untapped. Pearson and Hiebert 
(2013) support the research potential: “As important as it is to employ qualitative analyses as a 
ballast for or complement to quantitative indicators of text complexity, it is even more important 
to refine our qualitative indicators and analyses so that they will be able to instill enough 
confidence in potential users to earn equal status alongside quantitative indicators in making 
decisions of consequence about which texts to use with whom and how” (pp. 18-19). Thus, even 
as the present study offers that text complexity is insufficient to conceptualize the reading act – 
and therefore must be joined to its cousin text difficulty to accommodate the contextualized 
environment of any reading act – this study does seek to advance the research agenda related to 
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how students respond to various qualitative features of literary texts. It was hypothesized that 
legitimate pedagogical ramifications of this inquiry would result, particularly given Pearson and 
Hiebert’s reminder (2013) that certain aspects of text have to be supported differentially from 
others (p. 21); to the extent that certain aspects of text challenge readers more than others do, 
tentative conclusions may be drawn regarding relevant impacts on practice for teachers helping 
students read complex texts. 
Thus, the first of three Research Questions for this study focused on the qualitative 
dimension of text complexity: Which qualitative features of decontextualized2 literary texts do 
select tenth-grade students from one local school district identify as relevant to their perceptions 
of the complexity of those texts? What interactions may be theorized to exist between and among 
various of those qualitative features? Chapter III will discuss the setting of the question at the 
particular grade level and within the particular school district referenced. 
Turning from Text Complexity to Text Difficulty: A Theorization 
Despite the importance of Research Question 1’s focus on text complexity, a solitary 
focus on that concept would divert attention overmuch from the contextual setting of the 
secondary English language arts classroom – including the individual reader in relationship to his 
or her classroom, tasks, peers, and teacher. Thus, this study also aimed to explore how text 
difficulty – distinguished from text complexity – becomes enacted during the reading act by 
select students in whole-class contexts of secondary English language arts classrooms.  
                                                
2 The use of “decontextualized” in this Research Question does not imply that no context exists 
for readers reading texts outside of classroom environments; clearly, context always matters, and 
student readers bring to any reading, among other things, what they have learned in their 
classrooms about ways in which texts can and should be read. Since Research Questions 2 and 3 
focus on student readers in their classroom contexts, “decontextualized” is employed here merely 




A discussion of text complexity tends to raise to the forefront questions regarding the 
extent to which students should struggle when they read, and that invokes text difficulty once a 
context is established for a student’s reading of a text. Elam (1991) traces a historical trajectory 
illustrating the relationship between reading texts more simply and glossing over the inherent 
complexities embedded within those texts. Where more typical ideologies falter, Elam advances, 
is that they appropriate a language of unity and “truth” that in its own way undercuts complexity 
and thoughtful reflection (p. 79). The implications of Elam’s articulation ought not be 
underestimated: an interest in advancing complexity of thought leads one to an interest in 
embracing text difficulty. “Problematizing the issue means that solution, closure, cure are 
deferred, that the gap or hiatus between problem and solution cannot be bridged, that 
understanding is not geared to the effacement of difficulty but to a deepening, self-conscious 
recognition of it as an ‘untranscendable horizon’” (p. 80). One can imagine several specific 
pedagogical ramifications, including that “[t]he difficult work of thought demands that we learn 
to read slowly, that we ‘linger,’ that we allow ourselves to get lost in ‘paths’ that are not 
mapped” (p. 82) and that “we need to raise the kinds of questions that will get our students ‘lost’ 
rather than ‘found’” (p. 87). Fisher et al. (2012) write, “As a profession, we may have made 
reading tasks too easy. We do not suggest that we should plan students’ failure but rather that 
students should be provided with opportunities to struggle and to learn about themselves as 
readers when they struggle, persevere, and eventually succeed” (p. 11).  
Yes, the CCSS recognize that the quantitative and qualitative dimensions of text 
complexity are inadequate to theorize the enactment of the reading act, in Appendix A describing 
“reader and task considerations” as those “variables specific to particular readers (such as 
motivation, knowledge, and experiences) and to particular tasks (such as purpose and the 
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complexity of the task assigned and the question posed)” (p. 4). However, despite that framing, 
the CCSS leave reader and task considerations quite underdiscussed. Ultimately, Hiebert and 
Mesmer (2013) are correct to observe in analysis of the CCSS that “vague guidelines for the 
qualitative and reader-task dimensions could mean a heavier weight on the clearly prescribed 
quantitative dimensions” (p. 44). That concern became a prevailing wind in this study, which 
sought not only to improve the field’s understandings of qualitative features of text complexity, 
but also to reground and extend the field’s understandings of factors related to the contextualized 
text difficulty. 
A turn from text complexity to text difficulty is supported by theoretical interests in the 
language of a text being tightly bound up with the ideas being carried forth in that text, and those 
ideas being tightly bound up with the contextual pedagogical practices used to frame, summon 
forth, and discuss the text. Graff (2009) has put the issue this way: “[I]t is not only the text that 
makes reading difficult but also how students are expected to read it. . . . [W]hether academic 
work is challenging or not depends not on the texts we assign but on how we expect our students 
to think, talk, and write about them” (p. 67). Impelling the field of English education toward “the 
discourse of intellectual argument and analysis” (p. 73) encompasses both oral and written 
aspects of discourse in Graff’s discussion, and leads him to the claim that “any text becomes 
challenging when subjected to the right kind of analysis” (p. 67) – which we might conceptualize 
as “task trumping text.” 
Indeed, while valuing the potential for the refinement of qualitative text complexity 
factors, centering the reading act totally in the text is more than inadvisable. Chall et al. (1996) 
inadvertently promote, for example, a problematic conflation of text and task: “As the passages 
get more difficult, they require more thought, reasoning, analysis, and critical abilities to fully 
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understand them. Thus, in the harder passages, the difficulty and concentration of ideas 
expressed require considerable analysis, inference, and critical awareness” (p. 6). Yet any 
contextualized reading act may be more or less concerned with thought and with inference. If, as 
Pearson and Hiebert (2013) write, “it is the ideas themselves that drive complexity” (p. 28), what 
relationship to contextualized pedagogy does such complexity have? It may well be supportable 
to claim that “teachers might be well advised to focus on the complexity of the content rather 
than the obscurity of the words or the syntax” (p. 27), but what contextual nuances then come to 
bear? In this inquiry, Purves’ words (1991b) ring true: “Difficulty is a social construct, often 
enforced by schools, rather than a simple objective property” (p. 2). Indeed, text difficulty is 
contextualized within classroom and school communities that are dynamic in many different 
ways, ways that must be appreciated, to the extent possible, in their contextual richness. 
Research Question 2: Toward A More Advanced Understanding of Text Difficulty 
The dynamism of any classroom context is ultimately impossible to reduce; however, a 
certain analytical precision can be attained by focusing in turn on the roles of the classroom 
teacher, the roles of classroom oral discourse, and the roles of classroom written discourse. 
The roles of the classroom teacher. 
One of the dilemmas facing secondary English language arts teachers is expressed well in 
Searle’s aptly-titled Scaffolding: Who’s building whose building? (1984) At the article’s time of 
publication, “scaffolding” was a relatively new theoretical and pedagogical addition to the field, 
but was becoming quite quickly appropriated for problematic purposes at odds with its origin. 
Searle’s read of Bruner and Graves supports that scaffolding was designed with “[t]he active, 
initiating child stay[ing] in control of the language and the experience” (p. 480); adult or peer 
assistance followed closely the contours of that principle. Searle’s writing is more prescient than 
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even he believes; all sorts of strategies, structures, and the like that are in the name of supporting 
the child learner through scaffolding are, in fact, using the child to support the agenda and 
interests of the school, usually through the teacher. Solutions necessitate “working with children, 
encouraging them to adapt their own language resources to achieve new purposes which they see 
as important” (p. 482, emphasis added).  
That secondary English language arts teachers have had trouble activating students’ own 
purposes for reading texts was reinforced by Hynds’ (1989) case study participants, who 
revealed unfortunate trends about their English classrooms; one student was shocked to consider 
that “any teacher might try to accept everyone’s ideas” (p. 45). All of Hynds’ participants 
“responded positively to teachers who were willing to act as ‘co-learner’ in the process of 
literary analysis,” but at the same time articulated hardly any times when they felt that their own 
teachers had adopted this role (p. 57). Conversely, describing the ideal, Rancière (2007) posits 
both teacher and student as constantly moving between “a form of ignorance and a form of 
knowledge” (p. 275), and credits “the book” as the “material thing, foreign to both master and 
student” (p. 278), that can truly enhance the relationship as well as enact emancipation for an 
otherwise stultified student. 
Now, twenty years after Hynds’ research, and guided by Rancière’s wisdom, in the 
examination of quite current literature that responds to the CCSS emphasis on text complexity 
one can appreciate immediately some of the field’s current tensions involving how secondary 
English language arts teachers should support the enactment of text difficulty for their students. 
One major current book-length treatise, Frey and Fisher’s Rigorous Reading: 5 Access Points for 
Comprehending Complex Texts (2013b), details a truly limited, indeed highly problematic, 
orientation to the reading act in this regard. A Foreword by Pearson (2013) presages the 
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problematic tone and specific implications later laid out by Frey and Fisher. Calling the CCSS 
“the new sheriff in town” (p. xii), Pearson praises the authors for “correct[ing]” an over-
emphasis in recent decades on the reader’s perspective and background (p. xiii). Pearson presents 
this as a shift to focus on the text itself, which might be legitimate were it not for the fact that 
Frey and Fisher actually shift the conversation from the student reader’s perspective and 
background to the expert teacher’s perspective and background. Pearson writes of the value of 
the authors’ “modifications of the role that we expect prior knowledge to play” in the reading 
act, “prior knowledge” defined by Pearson as “the personal response probes that dominated the 
’80s and ’90s” (pp. xiii-xv). But Pearson fails to appreciate – or if he does, purposefully avoids 
mentioning it – that actually prior knowledge in all sorts of ways is part and parcel of Frey and 
Fisher’s theorization, though the prior knowledge, in this case as opposed to in reader-response 
theory, is of the teacher rather than of his or her students. As the teacher sets the purpose of 
reading, determines the essential questions, establishes procedural and processual protocols for 
the reading act, and moderates and mediates student responses to text, that teacher does so with 
all sorts of heightened awareness. While some of that awareness is useful, other of it is quite 
limiting, and would seem to limit the opportunities for students to themselves authentically 
engage with challenging and complex texts. 
When Frey and Fisher turn to discuss the CCSS construct of reader and task 
considerations, which they aptly describe as “where teaching lies” and “how we teach complex 
texts” (pp. 10, 20, emphasis in original), even early indications reveal that the authors have 
relatively limited conceptions of the richness inherent in texts: “When it comes to challenging 
texts, students must be adequately supported to unlock the meanings hidden within” (p. 12). 
Despite the pluralizing of “meaning” here, the metaphor of the key implies a mystery just 
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awaiting the reader to find it, a conception that privileges the text far more than it does the 
reader. To Frey and Fisher presumably, the meanings exist behind one lock turned by one key, 
implying, despite potential plurality of mystery, that one path toward that plurality exists.  
In their advocacy of repeated readings of a text by students, Frey and Fisher also ignore 
the obvious problem created when the hypothetical teacher they construe is “a knowledgeable 
educator who is deeply familiar with the texts in question” (p. 14). When a teacher is reading a 
text for the second, third, or eighteenth time with students, that suggests an increased gap 
between the teacher’s reading act and the reading acts of the students reading the text for the first 
time, a gap that is impossible to ignore once it has been operationalized in the classroom 
discourse. The authors’ first of five “Access Points” for teachers working with students to read 
complex texts is further troubling. Advocating that the expert teacher should establish purpose 
for students’ reading is predicated on the notion that, “[o]f course, students should know what 
they are expected to learn. A number of studies have found that when the teacher states 
objectives and provides feedback, student learning increases” (p. 23). However, that student 
learning “of course” increases in those cases only relative to the purposes articulated by the 
teacher. If we are interested in supporting students becoming both independent and proficient 
readers of complex texts, how is that possible, or even likely, when the teacher, having becoming 
ahead of time an expert in reading that text, has been the one to articulate reading purpose for his 
or her students? Frey and Fisher assume that purpose should be the same for all readers, and that 
surely is inconsistent with any conception that varied purposes can guide one’s reading of a text, 
and, indeed, that purposes can shift, and co-exist, while reading. From the perspective of 
divergence in the transactional zone within the secondary English classroom, even when groups 
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of readers are reading together, they need not be making meaning in a context that is uniform or 
unitary in its purpose or approach.  
Moving to modeling strategies, Frey and Fisher situate themselves in the valuable 
tradition of Beers and others, but their work continues to be teacher-centered, including 
“purposeful instruction focused on specific identified aspects of text complexity” and “a think-
aloud procedure [as] a quality indicator [for] [s]tudents . . . to experience the curriculum from the 
experts’ perspective” (p. 33)3. While the think-aloud pedagogy advocated by the authors allows 
for – in fact promotes – a teacher being “hesitant,” articulating for students “the natural stutter-
steps made by someone who is deeply knowledgeable of the complexities of the topic” (p. 35), in 
fact this is undercut by Frey and Fisher’s insistence on the teacher as expert reader, purpose-
establisher, and modeler. Can someone exceptionally familiar with a text really revert to a role in 
which that person is unfamiliar with the text and actually has difficulties in reading it similar to 
those of a very first-time reader of that text? Consider this quite paradoxical advice: 
Don’t plan to go into a think-aloud cold, without having read the text, because your 
teaching points will be unfocused. Read the text several times and make notes about the 
comprehension strategies you are using to understand the text. These notes will provide 
you with ideas for the content of your think-aloud. Annotate the text so you will have 
something to refer to as you read. (p. 34) 
This advice, enacted by any teacher, would appear to significantly widen the gap between the 
teacher’s reading act and the reading acts of that teacher’s students. Confirming the limits of 
their overall approach, Frey and Fisher write, “We can model all we want, and do it well, but 
                                                
3 The authors slip at this moment in the text from discussing the individual teacher and his or her 
reading of a text to discussing a singular “perspective” of a group of multiple “experts,” 




some students will still miss the point if they don’t clearly understand the purpose of the lesson. 
A purpose statement alerts the learner to what they [sic] should be attending to during your 
modeling, and how they will use it in their own learning” (p. 38). “Miss[ing] the point” indeed – 
perhaps the students, but definitely Frey and Fisher in how they conceive of reading texts and 
making meaning with students in classrooms. When purpose-setting for the reading act is 
removed from the student’s locus of control and ceded to a teacher expert, the danger to the 
reading act is clear.  
Obviously the complexities of teacher decisions in the classrooms cannot be 
underestimated, such that it is rare that a decision can be classified as either salubrious or 
destructive. Fisher et al. (2012) discuss the research noting that both over-control and under-
control of curricular links tend to cause students to become disengaged from learning (p. 80). 
Thus, though conventional wisdom tends to support “goal setting [as] a regular part of the 
instructional design process,” it remains elusive how best to accomplish that (p. 81). Fisher et al. 
often use “purposeful” positively to describe an instructional climate, yet on who sets the 
purpose, and how students develop both proficiency and independence in that aspect of the 
reading act, the authors are silent (pp. 82, 116). When a hypothetical teacher they describe is 
“looking for” a particular answer, and another uses “his direction” to guide students’ annotation 
of text, and yet another focuses the class on a text’s singular “subversive message,” there is 
tension when compared to the teachers who “slow[] down the conversation just a bit” to “create[] 
a space for students to reread” and build conversations on what students articulate as their 
interests (pp. 109, 113, 130, 111, 115, 124). 
It is possible that a teacher may be assisted significantly by pedagogical tools offering a 
wide range of questions with which to guide students during the reading act (for example, cf. 
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Fisher et al., 2012, pp. 96-97), yet are such tools merely wolves in sheeps’ clothing if they divert, 
again and again, the individual’s reader’s capacity for actively questioning a text? If a goal is 
“group interactions serv[ing] to apprentice [students] to the type of thinking required of experts” 
(Fisher et al., 2012, p. 98), how to not reify the student’s positioning as apprentice, but instead 
make the student the expert at the level of complex text he or she is reading? Contrasting 
students who frequently experience questions requiring critical thinking about text with students 
who do not, Fisher et al. (2012) demonstrate awareness of the long-term deprivation caused by 
the teachers of the latter (pp. 93-94). 
In a critique of teacher questioning in the secondary English language arts context, Hynds 
(1991) usefully reminds one that text difficulty must encompass more than features of the text 
itself; text difficulty must necessarily be “the result of the similarity or disparity between 
dimensions of the text and the socially embedded and motivated interpretive processes of 
particular readers” (p. 117). Once one appreciates, as one must, that reading in the classroom 
context involves the individual reader as agent at least in some way interacting with the other 
students and the teacher, the question becomes how to develop a classroom context in which the 
highest levels of engagement with, and interpretation of, text develop. In a striking paradox, 
Hynds notes, it may actually be the case that teachers, in seeking to develop students’ reading 
competence, actually diminish it. Put in terms of text difficulty, in seeking to enhance students’ 
degree of ease reading a complex text, teachers may actually inhibit the reading act more than 
enable it. To the extent that teacher questioning focuses students on narrow textual elements, and 
those elements in isolation from one another, the teacher is not only missing the opportunity to 
move students toward unique, engaged, and truly meaningful transactions with current texts; the 
teacher is also handicapping students’ capacity to have such transactions with future texts. 
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Yet at the same time that Fisher et al. and Hynds are cognizant that students’ long-term 
literacy depends on their background with critical thinking questions, there is insufficient 
evidence in the field that researchers are probing the deep nuances of questions organized and 
asked by teachers in secondary English language arts classrooms. Fisher and Frey (2011), for 
example, focus their attention on students’ ability to answer higher-level questions, but not on 
students’ ability to create such questions on their own, which is essential for students ultimately 
needing to read without a teacher to guide them. Indeed, while Fisher and Frey advocate 
“students’ ownership of . . . discussion,” they also advocate, without recognizing the 
contradiction, that “[s]tudents begin to phrase questions to peers in a way that is similar to the 
phrasing used by their teachers” (pp. 58-59). Here, again, the tension arises between teacher as 
expert and student as apprentice, and how to bring each student into both proficiency and 
independence as text difficulty is enacted.  
The roles of classroom oral discourse. 
Though there is no bright line between the point when the classroom teacher becomes 
less active than are the other students in the classroom community, at some point it is clear that 
the individual reader, in the enactment of text difficulty, is affected in that process not just by his 
or her teacher, but by the larger constellation of teacher and peers in the active classroom 
dynamics, including, quite substantially, the classroom oral discourse of readers reading the 
same text. Although we know that classroom oral discourse develops students’ long-term 
“understandings of what it means to read and think about text” (Kucan & Beck, 1997, p. 289), as 
with recent work investigating the roles of the classroom teacher, the field’s state related to 
classroom oral discourse is confused despite glimmers of possibility. 
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Blau (2014), grounding his observations in “the imaginative experience that is the 
essence of the literary work of art and accounts for the pleasure and instruction it offers and for 
its value to those who have experienced it” (p. 5), insists upon discourse that broadly supports 
the individual reader through peers as well as teacher. Against “the fruits of somebody else’s 
experience [that will] grant [students] no knowledge except a fraudulent knowledge that can be 
expressed in regurgitated formulations and possessed as mere information about a literary text 
rather than any genuinely experienced understanding of that text” (p. 45), Blau emphasizes 
collaborations that do not exclude a teacher, but rather make the teacher’s guidance “strategically 
timed” and within a context where the community of plural readers is central (p. 46). In 
Bloome’s articulation (1986), the “active role” required in the reading act is a way to bring 
together the importance both of a reader’s background knowledge as well as of the social group 
in, and with, which the reader reads the text (p. 71). Bloome notes that what are often viewed as 
indicators of classroom collaboration – a student’s attentive gaze or facile question-answering, 
for example – may in fact mask deeper levels of non-compliance, non-understanding, and/or 
non-significance by and for the student. Based on Bloome’s commentary, one might suspect that 
in “good” schools and classrooms such indicators would be more prevalent and thus more likely 
to hide lack of substantive engagement in meaningful reading acts (p. 74). 
Damon and Phelps’ contribution to the field (1989) has been to clarify how “peer 
collaboration,” properly conceived and enacted, stands different from other peer conversation 
practices that achieve quite different aims, some of those actually rather problematic. As opposed 
to peer tutoring or collaborative learning, peer collaboration is soundly predicated upon “relative 
novices work[ing] together to solve challenging learning tasks that neither could do on their own 
prior to the collaborative engagement” (p. 13). No participant is more expert than another, and 
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the collaborative work requires the investment of all for the achievement of the task, as opposed 
to students simply being able to divide up work responsibilities and then proceed more or less 
independently. The authors note that, in such peer collaboration, there is not just equality among 
student participants; there is also mutuality, defined as “discourse in the engagement [that] is 
extensive [and] intimate” (p. 10). The metaphor of “fellow explorer[s]” seems highly relevant to 
the reading act: “[P]eer collaboration’s promise lies in provoking conceptual insights and 
fundamental developmental shifts in perspective. This is because peer collaboration encourages 
experimentation with new and untested ideas, thereby demanding a critical re-examination of 
one’s own assumptions” (p. 13). As Damon and Phelps suggest, the benefits of peer 
collaboration are expansive: “[G]enuine developmental insight of the kind triggered by discovery 
and rewarded by intrinsic interest is a long term process that is rarely reversible” (p. 16). 
Considering the transactional process as intrinsically important to the reading act, what processes 
of classroom oral discourse genuinely capitalize upon “the natural dynamics of social influence 
and induce long-term developmental advance in conceptual insight” (p. 16)? 
Hynds (1989) claims that a student’s understanding of interpersonal relationships in the 
student’s real world allows that student entry into interpersonal relationships presented in the 
texts the student reads. To the extent that classroom oral discourse serves as a means for students 
to see and participate in interpersonal relationships in action, in this case in relation to matters of 
intellectual interest and concern, one might well anticipate positive transfer to the student’s 
understanding of interpersonal relationships in the texts that very group is reading and discussing 
(p. 30). Indeed, complex literary texts likely require particular appreciation of “uncommon 
experiences, unusual perspectives and multiple values” (Chall et al., 1996, p. 53). Hynds (1991) 
reminds us that the world of the self, the world of the community in which one lives, the world 
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of academic discourse, these are not effete, supplemental, or extraneous worlds, but worlds 
where one’s true relationship to text begins. Additionally, the relevance of text difficulty, enacted 
in the classroom context, is to bring varied unique perspectives into conversation, which may be 
seen as replicating “the multiple tensions and disruptions inherent in the literary encounter” (p. 
124); various individual readers, expressing divergent and unique perspectives on the given text 
under discussion, are not unlike the various aspects of the singular reader’s mind as he or she 
encounters a literary text. Indeed, “the interpretive tensions created by competing or alternate 
explanations are what separate literary from nonliterary reading in the first place” (p. 126). When 
classroom oral discourse practices move away from the exploration of readers’ varied unique 
perspectives on texts, the paradox emerges: “In attempting to reduce the difficulty of . . . text, the 
teacher has actually created a far more serious difficulty: training her students to approach a 
literary text in a nonliterary way” (p. 133, emphasis in original). 
Although Hynds’ work importantly implicates the potential for group processing of 
literary text, it insufficiently acknowledges that classroom oral discourse can in itself lead to the 
inadvertent privileging of some perspectives and interpretations and the silencing of others. 
While Hynds offers, “[i]t is in the sharing of readings that intersubjective interpretations are 
generated” (p. 127), in practice intersubjectivity is complicated. Nystrand (1991) stresses that 
“the difficulty of any particular literary text ultimately depends on the standards that the literary 
community establishes in treating and interpreting it” (p. 141). When those standards support 
meaningful engagement of the individual reader within the social context, difficulty is affected 




Close reading, the current pedagogical aim of Ms. McKeon, Mr. Crighton, and so many 
of us, is situated in such social classroom contexts, but unfortunately as an oversimplified and 
undertheorized methodology. For example, while acknowledging that a disagreement in the field 
exists regarding “the extent to which teachers should assist students with background knowledge 
in order to help them construct meaning of . . . text” (p. 1), Brown and Kappes (2012) go on to 
support a gradual release model without questioning whether true student independence may be 
compromised by significant teacher control in early stages of that model (p. 2). Though the 
authors attempt to provide a balanced approach in which background knowledge can be built in 
ways other than during “Close Reading lessons,” in fact they ignore the complexities and 
apparent paradoxes inherent in exhortations to “allow students to discover the content 
independently and through text-dependent questions and discussion” when, in fact, there is every 
indication that such questions and such discussion are designed, planned, and orchestrated by the 
teacher expert (p. 3). A key word of Brown and Kappes is “intentional,” used to describe teacher 
agency and control over elements of the reading act (pp. 3, 5, 6). Despite their own best 
intentions, “[w]ell-constructed text-dependent questions” may legitimately be problematized 
from a number of perspectives, student agency and reading act orientation among them (p. 5). To 
conclude, as the authors do, that “prior knowledge” is so “naturally” invoked by student readers 
that the text being read must be “the central means of conveying information” (p. 6) reveals a 
lack of theoretical and pedagogical sophistication regarding both the reading act in general and 
student readers in specific. 
Both Newkirk (2010) and Richards (1929), some eighty years apart, conceptualized of 
the reading act in much more productive ways. Newkirk (2010) presents deliberation, reflection, 
and consideration as key elements, suggesting that a slower pace to reading may actually 
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contribute to certain “pleasures and meanings” gained no other way (p. 6). Acknowledging that 
this impulse is different from what is often suggested to us in our fast-paced modern existence, 
Newkirk still recommends sustained classroom study, for example, of “passages that sustain and 
inspire us” – the “us” a crucial element implicating both students and teacher in conversation (p. 
9). Certainly, Newkirk notes, beginning with questions created by others may work when the 
reading act involves standardized testing, but is not likely to lead to long-term success with 
reading, nor, even importantly, to a true appreciation for what reading can offer one (p. 10). Why 
can’t, Newkirk challenges us, “various purposes” for reading mean, in classroom practice, much 
more deliberate involvement that is neither at a rapid pace nor by some predetermined standard 
external to the individual reader? 
After concluding his study of how readers respond to poetry, Richards (1929) suggests 
that at least certain emotive responses to text may be “misleading” or “irrelevant” (p. 13). Yet 
elsewhere he notes that “understanding” must go far beyond what is often called the “literal”: 
“The real danger of dictionary understanding is that it so easily prevents us from perceiving the 
limitations of our understanding; a disadvantage inseparable from the advantage it gives us of 
concealing them from our friends” (p. 307, emphasis in original). Though Richards, by his own 
admission as he urges the field into ongoing research into the minds of readers, does not attempt 
to resolve theoretically how emotive responses to text relate to literal readings of texts, or how 
either of those subtopics relates to other factors appearing to relate to how readers read, he does 
advocate for a flexibility in the pedagogy of teaching reading that we might well endorse as well: 
“The only way out does, in fact, lie in the opposite direction, not in greater rigidity but in greater 
suppleness. The mind that can shift his view-point and still keep its orientation, that can carry 
over into quite a new set of definitions the results gained through past experiences in other 
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frameworks, the mind that can rapidly and without strain or confusion perform the systematic 
transformations required by such a shift, is the mind of the future” (p. 322). It is not difficult to 
conceptualize how such a flexible pedagogy of teaching reading supports classroom oral 
discourse far more dialogic and transactional than that currently advocated by certain theorists 
and practitioners. 
Frey and Fisher’s Rigorous Reading (2013b) magnifies its theoretical and pedagogical 
limitations in regard to the larger classroom community that broadens beyond individual student 
reader and teacher. Specifically, their second Access Point, advocating “Close and Scaffolded 
Reading Instruction” (p. 47), extends the limitations of their earlier writing. Although they 
mention the importance of students’ talking about texts with one another, the authors neglect to 
probe any of the complexities of such discourse. Rather, they simply contrast that students, 
discussing texts with their peers, end up not needing the teacher to “provide . . . a great deal of 
information in advance of th[e] reading” (p. 48); the extent to which certain classroom oral 
discourse leads to convergent or divergent perspectives on text is totally ignored, as is the depth 
of the relationship between how a teacher introduces such discourse and how discourse 
subsequently becomes enacted by the students. In fact, Frey and Fisher simply claim that “the act 
of engaging in . . . discussion is central in getting [students] to understand the essay and the key 
point that the author is trying to make” (p. 54), a quite narrow and convergent conception of both 
the reading act and the act of teaching reading. 
In their third Access Point for complex text, “Collaborative Conversations,” Frey and 
Fisher further ignore and underestimate the complexities of oral discourse around texts. They 
articulate collaborative learning as “one of the critical linchpins through which students access 
complex text because it enables them to consolidate their understanding with peers and provide 
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support for one another in the absence of the teacher” (p. 74), yet the verb “consolidate” reminds 
one again of the lack of theorization of how varied entries into a text advance the reading 
process, both for the individual student and for the peers with whom he or she works. Despite 
that Frey and Fisher link collaborative learning as well to “the complexity of a given task and the 
degree to which students cognitively engage with it,” they do so only in the context of 
encouraging “productive failure” as a means of moving students through “mistakes” to 
“increased achievement and performance” (pp. 83-84). One ought wisely interrogate the extent 
to which the reading act can truly be framed as a simple binary between failure and success. 
Contrastingly, in recent work, Nystrand (2006) has highlighted what he terms the 
“epistemic” nature of classroom discourse: “The positive effects of classroom discourse are best 
understood not mechanistically – x practice producing y effect – but, rather, as organically 
related to the epistemic environments various modes of classroom discourse create for learning. . 
. . Desirable educational effects, particularly in English language arts, are often oblique rather 
than direct” (p. 393). This obligates one, for example, to consider any moment of classroom 
conversation as related to both the short term and the long term. Furthermore, any notion that 
student outcomes can be controlled or gamed via “tightly scripted” instruction would seem 
limited at best (p. 393). Distinguishing “[t]ransmission-oriented” teachers from “interpretation-
oriented” teachers, Nystrand presents the latter as “stimulating students to go beyond right-and-
wrong answers, especially in such a way that gestures towards students’ experience beyond the 
classroom” (p. 395). Nystrand offers that, “in the most productive discussions, teachers retained 
considerable control of text and topic while allowing students considerable interpretive 
flexibility and the opportunity to elaborate their ideas for extended periods of time” (p. 398), a 
claim he links to Vygotsky and the productive need for people in conversation to rely on 
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“productive tension and conflict” leading to “comprehension as a dynamic, dialogic event” (p. 
399). Teacher and students, in this framework, are joint contributors with mutually evolving 
interpretations, interpretations that do not have as their goal convergence toward one central 
outcome. Nystrand hypothesizes three main factors contributing to strong classroom oral 
discourse: the time allotted to such dialogic interchanges, the authenticity of the questions asked, 
and the amount of follow-up comments and questions related to previous comments and 
questions. Notably, these factors appear to enable greater attention by students to “aesthetic 
elements of literature” (p. 400). Opposed to such strong classroom oral discourse are systems in 
which teachers “determine prior to a given class the sequence of questions they will ask and what 
answers they will accept, and . . . respond to correct student answers with a mere nod before 
moving on to the next question, often changing the topic of discourse” (p. 400). Were only 
Nystrand’s ideals the consistent reality in the field today; instead, they appear a theoretical 
outcropping in a land expanding problematically elsewhere. 
The roles of classroom written discourse. 
In addition to the critical roles played in the enactment of text difficulty by the classroom 
teacher and by classroom oral discourse, text difficulty is enacted critically by classroom written 
discourse. Unfortunately, although almost all current pedagogical texts exhort teachers to engage 
students in frequent written texts, underexplored is how, and to what extent, such tasks in 
practice truly enact text difficulty for student readers.   
Purves’ insights (1991a) are relevant to the exploration of tasks that support classroom 
discourse productive of meaningful engagement. Noting that written tasks are generally 
consonant with the goals of an interpretive community, Purves observes that such tasks often 
articulate the goal of assessing student understanding, but also convey to students, both in 
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parameters for the tasks and in the criteria used to assess student performance on the tasks, what 
is valued in both the short term and the long term in the reading act (pp. 163-167). One striking 
consequence, to Purves, is that a text itself is not inherently difficult or easy; the interpretive 
community’s discourse around that text is what creates any degree of difficulty, with the 
corollary that a given text may be variably difficult based on what readers are asked to do with it 
(p. 166).  Hynds (1991) has noted that written discourse by students does not inherently require 
substantive engagement in, and meaningful interpretation within, the reading act (p. 130). From 
that perspective, work such as Nystrand’s (1991) may be critiqued for suggesting that quantity of 
student written discourse is the essential factor (p. 152); one might instead assert that quantity 
may be trumped by quality of parameters, guidelines, or philosophy behind the writing students 
are asked to do. 
Marshall’s experimental work (1987), which varied writing products based on the same 
literary work read by students, hypothesized that writing assignments highlighting students’ 
personal responses to text would lead to substantively different writing products than would 
writing assignments highlighting students’ analytical responses to the same text, noting that 
varied genres of writing tend to “encourage different kinds of thinking about literature” (p. 43). 
Indeed, Marshall’s analysis of student essays in both genres confirmed that “[t]he personal 
assignments apparently gave [students] the scope to include both reader and text in their 
argument” (p. 52); if one believes that the transaction between reader and text necessitates the 
active agency of the individual reader, then one might well desire writing in secondary English 
language arts classrooms to look similar to the personal writing framed by Marshall, at least as 
opposed to the formal writing that he establishes as the binary opposite. 
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One recent book-length text from ASCD (formerly the Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development) demonstrates the necessity for productive complication of written 
discourse in the secondary English language arts classroom, such that it is reflective of 
theoretical and empirical wisdom regarding the reading act and how written discourse can 
support it. Dougherty’s Assignments Matter: Making the Connections that Help Students Meet 
Standards (2012) implicitly perpetuates, via its framing of written discourse, the limitations seen 
above in certain works focusing on oral discourse. 
Dougherty usefully posits that “[j]ust any assignment admittedly will not improve 
achievement, but well-crafted assignments hold the potential to make learning and teaching more 
focused and relevant because in the crafting process teachers must be deliberate and highly 
aware of the context, context, and charge involved in an assignment” (p. 7). Yet despite the 
laudable interest in the most “well-crafted” written tasks possible, Dougherty’s text subsequently 
confirms what one might suspect from the second half of her postulate: that the best assignments 
to her are those in which the teacher controls almost all elements. Dougherty’s collateral interest 
in “coherence” among all elements of tasks, including their integration with curriculum and 
instruction, similarly suggests a closure of student agency just when it ought to be most opened 
up (p. 14). Adopting the “staircase” metaphor (p. 21), Dougherty outlines how an assignment’s 
prompt, rubric, and product “together set a clear purpose and process for engaging in academic 
work” (p. 19). Rather than purpose and process being centered in the student, with perhaps nods 
one might imagine to the teacher supporting the student’s agency, Dougherty frames her 
approach as “‘intentional teaching’ because it forces [the teacher] to be clear about [his or her] 
purposes and outcomes: what to teach, what [the teacher] want[s] students to learn, and how” (p. 
35). Though Dougherty references the need in the CCSS for students to “becom[e] independent 
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learners,” she fails to appreciate how teacher control of product, process, and the like vis-à-vis 
written discourse is in theoretical and pedagogical tension with developing student independence 
(p. 38). Thus, Dougherty supports question-writing (for example, “‘Why is Iago a sympathetic 
character – or why not?’”) as a means of heightening student interest in a written task and of 
broadening student response potentials (p. 47), but does not pursue the problematics of what 
happens to the reading act when an assessment is centered on a question developed and written 
by the teacher, and not by the individual student himself or herself. 
Dougherty’s text, widespread as it is, is not the only recent one to promote certain 
problematic written discourse in the secondary English language arts classroom. Compounding 
its limitations discussed above, Frey and Fisher’s Rigorous Reading (2013b) is also theoretically 
and pedagogically limited in regard to post-reading written activities. “After-reading tasks should 
help students consolidate the meaning of texts and deepen their comprehension far beyond what 
they would be able to accomplish on their own” (p. 59), Frey and Fisher write, and their 
examples of summary writings betray their ongoing interest in convergent thinking that 
apparently, through “consolidat[ion],” obscures, glosses over, and smooths irregularities, bumps, 
and gaps in thinking, all of which could be theorized much more productively by the authors 
with far less potential for subsequent problematic praxis.  
In regard to students’ long-term growth, one should not overlook the relative interaction 
of one product of written discourse to another. Rabinowitz and Bancroft (2014) observe the 
“multitasking” inherent in reading any complex literary text, a “multiplicity” of “numerous 
simultaneous acts, each of which requires treating a given element in the text in multiple ways at 
once” (p. 16). If varying and various discourse forms and their instantiations in the secondary 
English language arts classroom are appropriate to the reading of a complex literary text, then 
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interactions between and among those forms and their instantiations cannot be ignored. Thus, as 
this study investigated the enactment of text difficulty in relation to literary texts read by select 
student readers within classroom contexts, the interrelationships between and among various 
written discourse products, of all types, genres, and forms, played an integral role.  
 Synthesizing classroom teacher, classroom oral discourse, and classroom written 
discourse. 
Despite the certain analytical precision attained by focusing in turn on the roles of the 
classroom teacher, the roles of classroom oral discourse, and the roles of classroom written 
discourse, the crucible that is the secondary English language arts classroom is ultimately 
irreducible, particularly as components affect one another. 
Thus, although Marshall (1987), as described above, was particularly interested in 
students’ differential responses to literary text based on differential written discourse parameters, 
earlier in his research he analyzed the classroom instruction of the high school English class of 
those same students, noting the importance of “the instructional context which surrounds the 
writing activity” (p. 31). The classroom teacher in this case, though she engaged students in 
talking, was dominant in “carefully monitoring the questions that are asked” and thus “guiding 
students toward a conventional interpretation of the story” read (p. 36). This subtle control 
manifested itself also in the written tasks the teacher assigned students, “ask[ing] them to address 
themselves to specific interpretive issues in specific works” (p. 37), apparently the interpretive 
issues that had blossomed during the oral discourse in which the students had pursued what the 
teacher had found important in the text. Importantly, the students Marshall interviewed 
articulated their own frustration with the limitations, although some also were just as willing to 
take the path of least resistance in acceding to the restrictions. Clear here is the relationship 
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between oral discourse and written discourse in what we might call the total gestalt of the 
classroom context, a context that really can only be understood in situ. Though it would be on 
the one hand easy to vilify a teacher such as the one described in Marshall’s work, it is true that 
students were achieving certain ends legitimate to the reading act, and perhaps also true that 
“[the teacher’s] conventions enabled students to argue about texts in ways that they probably 
could not have managed on their own” (p. 39). As Marshall observes, the dynamics of a 
classroom, conceived in both oral discourse and written discourse, “open” certain paths while at 
the same time they “close[] down” others (p. 39).  
Sweigart (1991) has researched the link between classroom oral discourse and classroom 
written discourse; his linkages among components of the English language arts classroom have 
relevance, as do elements of his methodology. Theorizing that speaking about one’s ideas, and 
listening to those of others, often has a positive effect on one’s ability to subsequently write 
about one’s ideas brings Sweigart to hypothesize “exploratory talk” (pp. 470-471). Important is 
that the exploratory talk within small-group conversations produced “consistent, significantly 
higher gains in the knowledge scores” as measured by students’ abilities to express elaborated 
knowledge on key concepts from the texts they read (p. 482); even more important, however, is 
that students’ performances on analytical essays demonstrated “a strong and consistent benefit of 
talk” (p. 484). In fact, this differential obtained for the analytical essays, but not for summary 
writing produced by the same students on the same texts they had read, “not surprising since this 
outcome is consistent with previous assertions that summary writing is less complex and less 
demanding than analytic writing” (pp. 484-485). Sweigart’s work advances the field in 
suggesting that ongoing higher-level tasks enable stronger linkages to be created by students in 
their longitudinal work with reading and writing in secondary English language arts classrooms.  
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The potential of considering the interactions of various elements of the reading act as 
enacted for readers in secondary English language arts classrooms is demonstrated by Saunders, 
Patthey-Chavez, and Goldenberg’s (1997) research methodology built on a fundamental 
observation: “that the quality of classroom talk can be traced into eventual student uptake of 
curricular content” (p. 30). Although one can appreciate that there are complexities to such 
uptake, and that it is simplistic to view education as just series after series of causal effects, the 
methodology has promise in terms of its potential for tracing curriculum over days within a 
classroom and linking oral discourse to written discourse. The ultimate importance of Saunders 
et al.’s work is to remind us that the field should be productively widened from “spoken 
discourse analysis and written discourse analysis . . . proceed[ing] on parallel tracks” without any 
junctures even tentatively discerned (p. 32). Thus, it is incumbent to study “the role of discourse 
choices in organising what is essentially the ‘same’ content into vastly different educational 
experiences” (p. 46); the link between oral discourse and written discourse thus becomes a 
fruitful location for inquiry. As Soter et al. (2008) note in describing Saunders et al.’s 
contribution, analysis of oral discourse as tentatively linked to written discourse, within the same 
classroom but spanning a period of time, creates greater research validity (p. 378). Nystrand 
(2006) explains that each “given classroom interaction or instructional event shapes teacher and 
student expectations for subsequent classroom interactions” (p. 402); the longitudinal view is 
essential. 
Thus, the second of three Research Questions for this study focused on the rich dynamic 
of text difficulty: How is text difficulty enacted during the reading act in relation to literary texts 
read by select tenth-grade students in whole-class contexts of secondary English language arts 
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classrooms? Chapter III will discuss the setting of the question at the particular grade level and 
within the particular school district referenced. 
Research Question 3: Toward Reconceptualizing the Transactional Zone via Text 
Complexity and Text Difficulty 
 Appreciating that student readers in classroom contexts are engaged in various iterations 
of text difficulty involving texts that are themselves inherently complex, the third of three 
Research Questions for this study focused on the interrelationships between text complexity and 
text difficulty: What interrelationships may be theorized to obtain between text complexity of a 
text and text difficulty of that text as enacted during the reading act in relation to literary texts 
read by select tenth-grade students in secondary English language arts classrooms? Again, 
Chapter III will discuss the setting of the question at the particular grade level and within the 
particular school district referenced. 
The need for research in this direction is undeniable. One of the only available models 
currently available for teachers seeking to understand the dynamic nature of the classroom 
community as it relates to text complexity is that which has been recently advanced by Hiebert 
(2012). Hiebert’s model is designed specifically for elementary school educators, and equates all 
four years of high school with “Reading for multiple viewpoints” (p. 116), thus ignoring that 
four years of high school themselves advance students productively as readers. At the same time, 
Hiebert’s offering to the field does imply certain interplays between text complexity and text 
difficulty. Hiebert’s strong preference is for each text to be considered by a classroom teacher in 
quantitative terms of text complexity, then in qualitative terms of text complexity, then in terms 
of the text’s particular readers and tasks (pp. 114, 116). That linear progression, with its 
embedded hierarchy, may not actually be consistent with how text complexity and text difficulty 
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become enacted during the reading act, of course; a more sophisticated set of dynamics may be 
at work. 
Hiebert’s theorization of “knowledge demands” in relation to the CCSS qualitative text 
complexity rubric reveals that latent possibility. Hiebert asserts, for example, that the text Sarah: 
Plain and Tall “requires students to use background knowledge on geographic differences 
(Maine and the prairie) as well as understanding [sic] the need for acceptance of a motherless 
family” (p. 118). Yet clearly Sarah, sitting on a bookshelf or even in a student’s backpack, itself 
“requires” nothing; the requirement is enacted in practice via the local teacher’s 
conceptualization of the reading act. Certainly some teachers would enact that act in their 
classrooms such that the background knowledge Hiebert details is highly prized. Yet what does it 
actually mean to have “background knowledge on geographic differences”? And is the thematic 
interest in Sarah of the motherless family being accepted really an element of inert background 
knowledge anyway, or rather a thematic element in which the individual reader’s cognition plays 
a vital part? Indeed, it is not only possible, but also arguably likely, that one might find teachers 
for whom the reading act of Sarah can be accomplished with neither Maine nor the prairie being 
foreknown, to say nothing of both, and with the “acceptance of a motherless family” being 
enacted quite differently as well. 
Hiebert does offer “an initial analytic scheme” (p. 116) of three key elements of reader 
and task considerations: the reading space, social configuration, and allocation of time.4 In regard 
to the first – the reading space – Hiebert runs a continuum based on how much independence the 
student learner has in the reading act, compared to the teacher. In regard to the third – allocation 
of time – Hiebert’s continuum is based on the length of time a student will be reading the text, 
                                                
4 In a slightly earlier publication (2010/2011), Hiebert uses the following terms to articulate the 
triad: social configuration, form of response, and allocation of time (p. 40). 
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apparently including also the degree of frequency to which the student will be assessed or 
monitored in relation to the text. In regard to the second – social configuration – Hiebert’s 
continuum is more unusual, ranging from oral discourse on one end to written discourse on the 
other end, and “comments” in both forms of discourse coming closer to each end than the 
midway “assignments” in both forms of discourse. While it seems theoretically and 
pedagogically fraught to conceive of written discourse and oral discourse as totally different ends 
of a continuum, Hiebert’s scheme does offer an analytic tool for engaging with dynamic 
elements of the reading space in situ. It is toward a similar end of advancing both text complexity 
and text difficulty separately, as well as together, that this study moved. 
The Research Imperative 
One thus arrives at a point in the synthesis of reading comprehension, literary theory, and 
adolescent literacy toward the transactional zone that necessitates sustained analysis of data 
respecting adolescent readers, the complex texts they read, and the difficult work they do in their 
secondary English language arts classrooms. Text complexity, text difficulty, and the 
interrelationships between the two have suffered from facile pedagogical “solutions” some of 
which are underinformed and others of which are obfuscatory. Ethnographic immersion into a 
world of select high schoolers was this study’s deliberate antidote. 
Slater (2004), like others, has encouraged English language arts teachers to think of 
themselves as literacy teachers. And Slater, like others, has observed that literacy instruction, 
like strong English language arts instruction in general, demands “linguistically rich, interactive” 
classrooms (p. 45). That demand is grounded in several realities, including the social dimension 
of adolescents, the complexities of texts at the secondary level, and the need for adolescents to 
“assume greater responsibility for their learning” in order to be ultimately successful at reading 
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and in life writ large (p. 47). As he calls for teaching that is “dialogical, focused, and problem-
solving” (p. 50), Slater too acknowledges that further research is required to examine how 
various instructional methods support various strategies for reading texts (p. 54). 
Franzak (2008) has detailed her productive two-year, qualitative examination in one high 
school recognized through various measures as “a desirable place to work and learn” (p. 473). 
Franzak’s examination focuses on struggling readers and ways in which pedagogical practices 
work to construct such readers and their reading lives. Ultimately, in Franzak’s analysis, 
observations, interviews, and curriculum and student work documents “emphasized the 
marginalized reader’s dependence on external authority for making meaning from text” (p. 489). 
Because the teachers demonstrated little to no knowledge or familiarity with how to help their 
students become better readers of text, as opposed to analysts of literature, a “literacy of 
conformity” (p. 500) was created wherein teachers were masters and experts and their students 
barely apprentices, more often just workers. Suggesting a productive direction for future 
research, Franzak acknowledges that “the relationship between teaching reading and teaching 
literature remains complex and underexplored” (p. 501); Franzak’s deep qualitative engagement 
in the school setting allowed for the exploration of suggested trends that would be far less 
obvious in macro-level research divorced from context or particularity. 
The actual gravity of the situation may actually be worse than Franzak implies, however: 
given the recent lack of sophisticated understanding of how adolescents read texts, it may not be 
only the struggling readers who are suffering. Although Langer’s (2000) research contended that 
better-performing schools tended to demonstrate attributes including “shared cognition that 
emerges from interaction with present and imagined others,” an “intellectual tenor” that 
developed “students as members of dynamic learning communities that rely on social and 
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cognitive interactions to support learning” (pp. 40, 41, 44), the extent to which such phrases can 
truly be applied to secondary English language arts classrooms is speculative at best. 
The research imperative is made all the more pressing when one considers the other 
major book-length text now on the market for secondary English language arts teachers 
interested in supporting the enactment of text difficulty for their students. This, Robb’s 
Unlocking Complex Texts (2013), presents, in ways both similar to and different from Frey and 
Fisher’s Rigorous Reading (2013b), several pedagogical pitfalls developing from a limited 
orientation to the reading act. Robb’s text is ultimately disappointing in its undertheorized and 
highly problematic pedagogical focus on text complexity, and representative of the current 
chasm of strong work in the field.  
Throughout Robb’s text is a problematic under-theorization, and thus under-emphasis, of 
the role that a reader’s individual, personal background knowledge must play. Early on, Robb 
rails against what she terms “a period in the teaching of reading when teachers were encouraged 
to elicit personal connections from students, and these connections were considered valid 
interpretations even if the text did not support the ideas” (p. 16). This straw-man argument 
erroneously equates all forms of reader-response theory with anarchic pedagogy in which all 
responses are considered equal. If Robb’s impetus were to re-establish the importance of the text 
itself in the development of one’s personal connections to text, she could be forgiven. 
Unfortunately, her emphasis remains almost exclusively the text to the great and sad expense of 
the individual reader. The only times when true student engagement on a personal level enters 
into Robb’s framework are the brief sections of each chapter entitled “Ideas for Inquiry and 
Problem Solving Beyond the Text,” which sadly Robb contends are possibilities only “[i]f you 
have time to extend the unit” (p. 83). Why Robb reduces such important, absolutely essential, 
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work of the reading act to a supplemental, scant placement in her framework remains a mystery; 
it underscores the danger of over-dependence on text divorced from reader, which in this case 
limits too the task possibilities that could otherwise be empowered, enacted, and fulfilled.5 
Another undertheorized thread of Robb’s text concerns the value of writing about what 
one reads: “Since reading and writing are reciprocal communication processes, it seems intuitive 
that teaching about one improves the other” (p. 17). The actual nature of writing in Robb’s 
framework, however, is problematic. Usefully, students are writing frequently, including to 
explain in their own words certain reading quiz answers of their choice (p. 27). Yet two types of 
extended writings dominate: summary writing and explanatory writing, with the latter designed 
to “explain[] how the author’s thesis or position was supported through key details in the text” 
(p. 59). Both forms of writing are thus highly text-centered, with a diminishment of each unique 
student reader that is truly surprising.6 Robb advises that “[a]ll students . . . benefit from having 
guidelines that ask them to plan before drafting and that spell out what the teacher expects from 
the assignment” (p. 60). And she provides with Unlocking Complex Texts a variety of 
reproducible evaluation rubrics, peer revision protocols, and the like. The issue becomes, no 
matter how well-structured or well-supported a particular writing process, the extent to which all 
students are truly able to engage with texts in their own unique and creative ways. 
                                                
5 Consider, for example, how important, on multiple levels, are questions and tasks like these 
when students are reading myths: “Why do we read Greek myths today? Can you find relevance 
in these stories to your life? To your community? . . . Search newspapers, magazines, and the 
Internet for modern-day examples of hubris and explore whether our society’s punishments are 
similar to those of ancient Greece.” Yet these truly essential questions and tasks are only “[i]f 
you have time to extend the unit” (p. 182). 
6 Even in her suggested short story unit, Robb fails to appreciate how a diversity of writing tasks 
– such as, in this case, students’ writing their own narratives – would assist students in 




Robb advises teachers to spend significant time reading texts with students by focusing 
on the beginning and ending paragraphs of longer passages. For example, on the very first day of 
reading a short story, Robb encourages teachers to follow this approach, phrased as text to be 
read to students: “First, read the title and think about what it might mean. Then, read the first six 
or eight paragraphs and ask yourself questions that can help you wrap your head around the 
story” (p. 187). While the strategy may seem innocuous, Chall et al. (1996) make the explicit 
case that focusing on passages from the beginning or ending moments of a text may pose 
problems if those passages are viewed simplistically as representative of the text overall (p. 15). 
Again Robb’s emphasis on procedures, protocols, and processes – all heavily teacher-centered 
and teacher-dependent – problematically distorts the reading act both from text complexity and 
text difficulty perspectives. 
The limitations of Robb’s theoretical framework and pedagogical applications are 
revealed most strongly in her suggested curricular unit focusing on the short story. Despite her 
articulation that “[t]he three short stories in this unit include three diverse protagonists and show 
how events, personal decisions, and other characters contribute to their maturing process” (p. 
184), Robb totally neglects the essential opportunity for student readers to engage their own 
“maturing process[es]” with those in the texts they are reading. After the students read with the 
teacher the first several paragraphs of a particular story, they are asked to “discuss the concept of 
growing up and try to share ideas and examples that relate to this concept, from your own 
experience and from the text” (p. 188). Although Robb’s suggested practice would “Remind 
students that a theme comes from the text but can be generalized and applied to life outside the 
story” (p. 191), that is only in service of students’ being able to properly articulate a thematic 
statement, not of their actually doing anything with that thematic statement in regard to “life 
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outside the story.” Texts in this framework are not lived, but sterile, far divorced from the energy 
that ought to exist in the transactional zone. 
Robb’s full text belies her early statement that “we must find complex texts written at 
students’ instructional levels and do the rigorous reading work with them” (p. 22). In a final 
chapter, she urges teachers toward a steady diet for students of independent reading (pp. 253-
254), yet the independence of every student reader within every classroom eludes her throughout 
Unlocking Complex Texts, and thus reminds us of the absolute necessity of expanding the field, 
theoretically and empirically, for potential improvement beyond what Robb, and too many like-
minded colleagues, have provided educators to date. Mesmer et al. (2012) frame the timeliness 
of such inquiry optimistically: “The emphasis within the CCSS on text means that issues of text 
complexity are of interest within the research community in ways that have been absent for 
several decades in the United States. . . . Studies can be richer and more sophisticated, addressing 
both new text variables and their interactions with theoretically specified reader and activity 
variables. . . . The time to conduct observation and intervention studies as well as ethnographies 
is now, before massive implementations are undertaken without evidence of their benefits or 
unintended consequences” (pp. 238-254). 
More broadly, Sperling and DiPardo (2008) have recently urged educators to join a 
historical tradition of research in English education pursuing “what constitutes foundational 
literacy in a changing and troubled national landscape” (p. 66). The field in flux today is but the 
newest iteration of the field in flux for centuries, including such key questions as what we teach 
and how we teach it; “the ubiquity and complexity of English as school subject” (p. 71) 
mandates attention to “the nuances of classroom complexities” (p. 72), “the discursive 
underpinnings of day-to-day classroom dynamics” (p. 83). As the authors note, even many who 
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have embraced more progressive notions of what it means to talk about texts in class have been 
stymied by classroom discourse that still appears to be teacher-dominated and “new wine . . . 
readily stored in traditional bottles” (p. 83). Sperling and DiPardo also describe the value of 
research that examines teachers and students in particular classroom, school, and larger contexts 
(pp. 83-88).  
The impact of the individual reader as central to the meaning-making process ought not 
be underestimated. Consider the words of Greenleaf, who has framed education as “an 
intervention in the lives of students. We aim, through schooling, to invest students with new 
knowledge, dispositions, values, beliefs, and capacities” (Greenleaf, Jiménez, & Roller, 2002, p. 
495). Yet striking about Greenleaf’s perspective is how she undergirds this philosophy with a 
strong pedagogical belief: “I . . . work with teachers to help them identify the difference between 
doing things to students, for students, and with students” (Greenleaf et al., 2002, p. 486). It is 
quite arguably that final element – doing things with students – that merits more of the field’s 
attention, especially in a world in which engaging students at the highest levels of our literacy is 
the legitimately worthy aim. Moving to that level, with teacher as co-agent with students within 
the transactional zone, requires strong sensitivity to the complexities of classroom discourse in 




III – METHODOLOGY 
Thus seeking to reestablish the prominence of the transactional zone for adolescent 
readers, the complex texts they read, and the difficult work they do in their secondary English 
language arts classrooms, this study pursued three Research Questions: 
1. Which qualitative features of decontextualized literary texts do select tenth-grade 
students from one local school district identify as relevant to their perceptions of the 
complexity of those texts? What interactions may be theorized to exist between and 
among various of those qualitative features? 
2. How is text difficulty enacted during the reading act in relation to literary texts read by 
select tenth-grade students in whole-class contexts of secondary English language arts 
classrooms? 
3. What interrelationships may be theorized to obtain between text complexity of a text 
and text difficulty of that text as enacted during the reading act in relation to literary 
texts read by select tenth-grade students in secondary English language arts 
classrooms? 
The first Question focused on Text Complexity; the second focused on Text Difficulty; the third 
focused on interrelationships between Text Complexity and Text Difficulty. Toward the end of 
answering each Question, and offering corollary tentative conclusions, a multi-method inquiry 
was employed. The details of that multi-method approach, as applied to each Research Question, 











































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Over 85 years ago, Richards (1929) exhorted the field to pay more attention to qualitative 
inquiry into how readers read – what he called “naturalistic psychology” (p. 304). Legitimate 
misapprehension about so-called scientific approaches to literacy ought to itself insist upon the 
field’s appreciating what the qualitative turn can do.  
Elam (1991), just 20 years ago, suggested that the field had not changed significantly 
since Richards’ warning: “Method in American education is today the fancy name for a ‘how to’ 
approach to life and learning. It is fueled by a pragmatic desire for efficiency which privileges 
clarity over density and knowing where you are over wandering or allowing yourself to get lost” 
(p. 82). Elam propels the field, like Richards does, toward pedagogical methods and research 
methodologies that derive from the lived complexity of each individual reader as well as the 
lived complexity of the classroom in which individual readers come to discourse about texts both 
orally and in writing. 
 Much current educational discourse is presented in absolutes – “Good teachers do this,” 
“Effective strategies are these,” and the like – but in fact the lived life of the classroom is far 
more complex and situated than that discourse implies. Vinz (1996) writes, “Any needs talk that 
defines, recreates, and contests the purposes and practices necessary to educate the citizenry 
should be subject to careful scrutiny about the political issues embedded in it” (p. 252, emphasis 
in original); particularly for secondary English language arts teachers interested in encouraging a 
reading act that synchronizes to the best possible level text complexity and text difficulty, 
working against absolutes, and embracing particulars, seems a political act worth engaging in. 
Given the nature of the field today, which features, among other things, a race to implement the 
CCSS along with a propensity among many policymakers to evaluate teachers based upon their 
students’ success on certain types of summative assessments, it is easy for some to dismiss 
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qualitative inquiry as limited, narrow, not scientific enough. Yet, as outlined above, current 
theory and practice have not kept up with the research imperatives of the changes in the field 
and, as well, have promoted problematic conceptualizations of the reading act. Richards’ words 
at this juncture seem prescient: “A better technique, as we learn daily in other fields, may yield 
results that the most whole-hearted efforts fall short of if misapplied” (p. 291). The necessity of 
multi-method inquiry grounded in qualitative data collection and analysis is clear. 
 Embracing qualitative educational research, St. Pierre (1997) gives this advice: “We must 
learn to live in the middle of things, in the tension of conflict and confusion and possibility; as 
we must become adept at making do with the messiness of that condition and at finding agency 
within” (p. 176). The gaps, omissions, and problematics in the field today demand action; the 
alternative is revealed daily to be quite undesirable. 
The Setting 
 Supported by Bloome, Power Carter, Christian, Otto, and Shuart-Faris’ (2004) call for 
“an ideological model of literacy” that recognizes literacy as “not a thing in and of itself, a set of 
autonomous cognitive and linguistic skills, but a set of social and cultural practices embedded in 
and a part of broader, ongoing, and evolving social, cultural, and political processes” (p. 234, 
emphasis in original), this study was conducted within one high school within a local school 
district selected on the basis of its rich history of academic accolades.1 Serving an economically 
advantaged suburban community outside a major metropolitan area, the high school, grades 9-
12, enrolled slightly fewer than 800 students. The school had received recognition as one of the 
best secondary schools within its county and its state; the overwhelming majority of students 
graduated in four years and proceeded to a four-year college or university. Students’ scores on 
                                                




the SAT and on various Advanced Placement tests were high, and student disciplinary offenses 
were low. Ethnic diversity was minimal, with over 90% of students identifying as White. 
Selecting this district conformed to two types of criterion-based selection as outlined by 
LeCompte and Schensul (2010): ideal case selection and reputational case selection (pp. 159-
160). Consistent with ideal case selection, an explicit goal was to eliminate contextual factors 
that can significantly impact teaching and learning, including teacher quality, teacher 
preparation, professional development availability, student attendance rates, and the like. 
Consistent with reputational case selection, this particular school and its district were selected 
based on my personal knowledge of certain individuals within the district, including a central 
office administrator. That individual assisted me in identifying three tenth-grade teachers who 
were characterized as knowledgeable, effective, and reflective practitioners. Early conversations 
did not include any sustained discussion related to the teaching of reading, but the teachers 
indicated that they would be ready hosts for an ethnographic study of their classrooms. Although 
the teachers were not formal collaborators in the data collection and analysis, they were, in ways 
detailed below, asked to collaborate informally, with their voices a vital part of the research 
effort. With this school and these teachers “possess[ing] a set of characteristics that match[ed] 
those of interest to the researcher” (LeCompte & Schensul, 2010, p. 158), it was more likely that 
focused attention could be paid to the enactment of text difficulty during the reading act in 
whole-class contexts.2 While the demographic selectivity employed for this study must 
necessarily qualify any conclusions drawn therefrom, it was posited that the generally successful 
                                                
2 The site selection was consistent, incidentally, with a recommendation from the 2006 ACT 
report Reading between the Lines that “high schools that have been especially successful at 
graduating students who are ready for college and work” (22) would be particularly beneficial to 
study in further research related to text complexity. 
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performance of school practices by the district’s students would lead to important though 
tentative findings about how texts are read both outside of the classroom context and within it. 
 From the classroom of each of the three tenth-grade teachers came three students who 
were the basis for the case study methodology described below. The total nine case study student 
participants were selected based on their interest and availability in working with me on a 
sustained basis over a five- to six-week period of time whose boundaries were set in consultation 
with the classroom teacher. In general, diverse student voices were sought. Because one of the 
teachers taught an honors section and the other two general sections of the same tenth-grade 
English course, the likelihood was increased that the nine students, drawn three from each class 
section, would represent a range of academic ability. From the pool of students who, along with 
their parents, provided written and oral informed consent for their participation, students were 
ultimately selected based on perceived diversity of general reading ability as determined in 
conjunction with the classroom teacher, a selection process consistent with Bernard’s (2011) 
notion of purposive sampling, in which participants are selected based on characteristics 
identified by the researcher (pp. 145-146). Importantly, selection of case study participants was 
not based on any additional factors related to academic ability, interest, or motivation. Hynds’ 
(1989) rationale was similar: “[S]ince ‘social-cognition’ has been unrelated to general or 
academic intelligence[,] I did not screen students for this study on the basis of intelligence or 
academic aptitude” (p. 34). Since the present study was designed to examine text complexity and 
text difficulty in ways hitherto underresearched and unconceptualized, relying on conventional 
notions of academic ability was deemed unnecessary. 
 By the same token, the particulars of each case study participants were relevant to the 
inquiry; Hynds’ work demonstrates that profiles of each case study participant, as well as 
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occasional first-person commentary by the researcher on interesting interview material, can 
allow insights into the complex minds of students at the secondary level (pp. 37-47). From such 
profiles, Hynds was able to infer potential trends transcending any single research participant, 
leading to tentative general conclusions as well as particular ones. Sweigart’s (1991) work is an 
additional model of inquiry into secondary students via academic profiles of case study 
participants (p. 472). As described below, various features of the multi-method inquiry supported 
the later development of such profiles. 
Data Collection and Data Analysis Methods 
Research Question 1 
For this Research Question, focused on text complexity, major data came from select 
tenth-grade students, the same ones who were also the ethnographic foci of the study, responding 
to literary texts following a think-aloud protocol. Diverse fields have employed think-aloud 
methodology to study how individuals in all types and manners of situations speak about what 
they are doing as they are doing it, based on the premise that studying the thoughts of people 
about their actions comes closer than anything else can to being inside the minds of those people 
as they act. Thus, applied to the reading act, a reader is asked to share his or her unfolding 
thinking about a text as he or she reads it. Because think-aloud protocols are particularly 
appropriate to tasks of some cognitive difficulty, Ericsson (1988, pp. 301-304) commended them 
twenty-five years ago to those seeking to understand how texts are read, yet relatively few 
studies have adopted the methodology, and none prior to the present study has employed it while 
foregrounding text complexity. 
Most, if not all, other studies of reading rely on verbalized or written products of the 
reading act, which can only approximate what happens during the reading act itself. The resultant 
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“difficulty of inferring processing from products” (Kucan & Beck, 1997, p. 273) is reduced when 
the processing becomes more evident in the moment. Even oral reports of processing offered at 
the conclusion of the processing suffer from a retrospective framing that cannot by its nature 
have been formed while each moment of the processing was occurring. The preeminent cognitive 
psychologist in the field has justified the methodology this way: “The optimal verbal report of a 
cognitive process is obtained when subjects verbalize new thoughts as the thoughts first enter 
attention as part of the subjects’ efforts to complete a task” (Ericsson, 1988, p. 298). The 
“sequences of thoughts” (Ericsson & Simon, 1993, p. xxxv) are not offered by the research 
participant as cohesive, coherent, or controlled, but are bits in what becomes a rich trove of data 
for eventual analysis. 
The applicability of think-aloud methodology to the study of reading complex literary 
texts is clear. Janssen, Braaksma, and Rijlaarsdam (2006) have put the case this way: “[D]espite 
the growing interest in the text-reader relationship, explicit attention to students’ reading 
processes is still uncommon in the literature classroom. Teachers and textbooks tend to focus on 
reader response as the end result of a reading process, and not so much on the process itself . . . . 
The question arises as to how literature instruction may become more process-oriented, aimed at 
developing students’ processes of literary understanding” (p. 35). In general, as Harker (1994) 
noted in discussing his use of think-aloud methodology, the goal is to enter, to the extent 
possible, the mind of a reader developing his or her first working schema of the text: looking to 
develop coherence and cohesion, working through juxtapositions, oppositions, and ambiguities, 
and so on. Calling such methodologies “unique and valuable” (p. 320) in the field of reading 
research, Afflerbach and Johnston (1984) noted their important complement to research that 
infers students’ reading processes only from the products that the students ultimately produce. 
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Indeed, think-aloud methodology has a rich history tracing back to Richards’ method for 
investigating the reading act, captured in detail in Practical Criticism (1929). Examining varied 
readers’ complex and sometimes quite differential independent written responses to poetry, 
Richards theorized certain trends related to how we read texts, and proposed as well the 
advancement of methods paying attention to the reader as active agent in the reading act. Calling 
his method “a piece of fieldwork in comparative ideology,” Richards justified that it produced “a 
much more intimate understanding both of the poem and of the opinions it provokes” (p. 8). 
Richards’ is, as well, a model responsive both to reader and to what is read: “[I]t is possible to 
combine an interest and faith in psychological inquiries with a due appreciation of the 
complexity of poetry” (p. 303). Richards’ university students were asked to respond in writing to 
typed poems (to “comment freely”) (p. 3), and Richards then analyzed those responses. While 
the research community has not pursued think-aloud methodology in connection with reading 
complex texts, it has moved in general toward oral think-aloud commentary supplemented by 
follow-up dialogue between reader and researcher. The current study reaffirmed the value of 
investigating individual and unique readings of complex literary texts via a protocol capitalizing 
on the most recent trends in the field of think-aloud methodology. 
One should not conclude that think-aloud methodology allows total, unfettered access to 
one’s true cognitive processes while reading a complex literary text (Ericsson & Simon, 1993, p. 
7), but significant procedural steps can enhance the likelihood of the most veridical outcomes 
from such work (Crain-Thoreson, Lippman, & McClendon-Magnuson, 1997, p. 580). In this 
case, as each student was presented independently with a short story text, the student was asked 
to articulate verbally all thoughts, comments, and responses related to his or her reading act. The 
instructions were oral, and an adaptation of those used by Peskin (1998, p. 239): “Today, you’re 
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going to read a short story text, and I’d like you to think aloud as you try to make sense of the 
text. Say everything that you are thinking and doing. It’s just as if you are ‘turning up the 
volume’ on your associations, inferences, or any minor thoughts as they go through your mind. 
Don’t ignore or censor anything, and don’t worry about the time.” Although some researchers 
make the case for reading aloud as a part of a think-aloud protocol in order to “facilitate[] the 
contextualization of readers’ comments” (Crain-Thoreson et al., 1997, p. 581), I believed that 
reading text aloud would be too dissimilar to students’ typical reading of texts. The instructions 
given were consistent with the observation by Ericsson and Simon (1993) that “subjects 
verbalizing their thoughts while performing a task do not describe or explain what they are doing 
– they simply verbalize the information they attend to while generating the answer” (p. xiii, 
emphasis in original). Some researchers studying the reading act have tried to give students more 
specific guidance about particular reading behaviors that might be employed, with the hope that 
students would name such behaviors during their think-aloud commentaries (cf. Kucan & Beck, 
1997, p. 284), but most strongly advocate for the most generic directions possible (Olshavsky, 
1976-1977, pp. 661-662; Olson, Duffy, & Mack, 1984, p. 254). Each participant was given as 
much time as required. When the student reached the end of the short story, I asked him or her 
“What’s your overall sense of the text?” to elicit an additional data point in relation to the 
student’s overall understanding of the story (Ericsson, 1988, p. 302). The student’s answer was 
followed by my simple “Anything else?” until the participant said that he or she had nothing 
more to add. Each think-aloud was audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed by me. 
The think-aloud field is unsettled regarding whether, and how, the researcher should 
intervene during silences as the student reads. In general, this study conformed to the “non-
interactive” ideal to the greatest extent possible (Earthman, 1992, p. 357). Clearly, since the 
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student reader has to attend both to reading the text and to articulating his or her reading 
processes, the student – perhaps particularly if less skilled as a reader and/or less articulate as a 
speaker – may revert to silence from time to time, obscuring the reading processes in play 
(Afflerbach & Johnston, 1984, pp. 309-312). Peskin (1998) and Eva-Wood (2004) discuss the 
possibility of asking broad, open-ended probes when the student participant is being silent. 
Toward the same end, Olshavsky (1976-1977) and Randall, Fairbanks, and Kennedy (1986) 
utilized visual markers on the page to prompt reader responses at certain designated text points. 
Harker (1994), however, supports a less interventionist approach, writing that his probing was 
verbal, and “only when students appeared to have exhausted their responses” (p. 205). This study 
followed Harker’s approach, particularly given that the student participants were sophomores in 
high school, so as not to bias a student into believing that a particular textual moment was 
significant simply because an oral probe were inserted at that moment. However, consistent with 
expert advice, I did advise the student participant to “Just remember to say everything that you 
are thinking and doing” (Ericsson, 1988, p. 308) after 10-15 seconds of silence (Ericsson & 
Simon, 1993, p. xxviii), especially if that silence spanned a page turn in the text being read. 
Similarly, when a student appeared to be engaged in cognitive activity that he or she was not 
verbalizing, activity that would have been particularly obvious if the student were subvocalizing 
words, casting his or her eyes backward in the text, or making written annotations3, I planned to 
remind the student to “Just remember to say everything that you are thinking and doing.” Beyond 
these parameters, no additional prompting was provided, nor did additional conversation 
between the think-aloud participant and me occur once the think-aloud commentary began. 
                                                
3 In fact, subvocalization occurred only sporadically, rereading earlier segments of the text 
occurred very rarely, and making written annotations occurred never. 
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 Subsequent to the concurrent commentary4, for this study each student produced a two-
part written response after the think-aloud reading, a type of retrospective reporting, the potential 
contrastive value of which has been discussed in relation to concurrent reporting (Afflerbach & 
Johnston, 1984, pp. 311-319; Ericsson & Simon, 1993, pp. 375-379). The first part of the two-
part retrospective written response consisted of this series of related open-ended questions: “How 
difficult5 of a story do you believe this text is? Why do you say that? Be as specific in your 
response as possible.” The second part of the written response, shown to students after they 
completed the first part, consisted of a researcher-designed questionnaire6 based on various 
qualitative features of text complexity compiled from those proposed in the three seminal 
documents related to text complexity: (a) Qualitative Assessment of Text Difficulty: A Practical 
Guide for Teachers and Writers (Chall et al., 1996); (b) Reading between the Lines (ACT, 2006); 
and (c) Common Core State Standards English Language Arts (National Governors Association 
Center for Best Practices, Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). Synthesizing those 
qualitative features while removing duplicates, the questionnaire, in student-friendly language, 
asked the student to rate, on a scale of 1-5, his or her level of agreement with statements related 
to the difficulty of various text features (e.g., “The author’s style of language in the story was 
difficult.”). Following the two-part retrospective written response, I engaged the research 
participant in relevant conversation to illuminate any of the concurrent or retrospective 
                                                
4 As will be discussed in Chapter IV, a rereading protocol was serendipitously implemented; it 
occurred immediately subsequent to the initial reading think-aloud commentary. 
5 While Research Question 1 focuses on text complexity, as opposed to text difficulty, as 
operationally defined for this study, the think-aloud methodology and subsequent protocols 
employed the term “difficult” rather than “complex” based on my general sense that “difficult” 
would be the term more apt to facilitate students’ speaking about factors that made their reading 
of a text “hard,” to use the typical adolescent term. 
6 See Appendix A. 
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comments made during the entire protocol. Like all other elements, this conversation was audio-
recorded and subsequently transcribed. 
Hynds’ (1989) work illuminates the potential of think-aloud methodology for case study 
research of readers of varying profiles (pp. 34-35). In one case, the student with what might be 
viewed as the weakest, briefest typical responses to literature ended up producing lengthy think-
aloud commentaries with wide analytical potential for the researcher, “a sort of ‘oral journal,’” 
Hynds calls it (pp. 53-54). Wade (1990) speculates that the think-aloud methodology, in 
lessening the memory load required to keep many thoughts and feelings in mind until one is 
asked about them retrospectively, may particularly assist those readers who typically 
demonstrate deficits in products purporting to represent the reading act (p. 450). However, 
although Hynds (1989) did study how four diverse twelfth-grade students responded to five short 
stories, she did not pursue differences between or among those stories in relation to any factors 
that might affect text complexity; this study aimed to partially fill that gap (p. 34). 
As Waern (1980) has indicated, a reader’s thoughts as expressed during a think-aloud 
protocol are, really, that reader’s alone, tied intrinsically to what that reader considers interesting, 
important, and/or relevant while reading (p. 123). The naturally individual nature of any think-
aloud methodology is complicated when text complexity is the focus. Afflerbach and Johnston 
(1984) report on what can be, for the think-aloud methodology, problematic consequences when 
texts of certain complexities are utilized: namely, texts of extreme complexity may paralyze 
student readers, whereas texts of low complexity may inadequately invoke various reading 
processes (p. 314). The apparent impact of text complexity on the think-aloud methodology itself 
was a subsequent factor of analysis, and was facilitated by each student’s participation in three 
separate think-aloud opportunities as described below. It was hoped that analyzing the same 
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student’s responses to varied texts would deepen the data to suggest more defensible tentative 
conclusions regarding patterns in how students read (Janssen et al., 2006, p. 48). However, 
consistent with Ericsson and Simon’s (1993) advisement that behavior during one think-aloud 
protocol may influence behavior during subsequent think-aloud protocols (p. 22), a hiatus of at 
least a week occurred between think-aloud protocols involving the same student. 
A goal was to conduct the think-aloud methodology and subsequent two-part writing with 
each student from each participating tenth-grade classroom three times over the course of a two-
month period, allowing me to explore how the students responded, both individually and in 
groups, to varying texts. The particular texts read were among those listed in Appendix B of the 
CCSS (2010) as text exemplars for the grade band starting with grade 11. In conversation with 
the participating teachers, I determined that three of these stories – Chekhov’s Home (1887), 
Poe’s The Cask of Amontillado (1846), and Borges’ The Garden of Forking Paths (1941)7 – had 
not been taught in prior high school classes to the students, substantially increasing the 
likelihood that each think-aloud protocol would represent the student’s first reading of the text. 
Following the procedures established by Chall et al. (1996), all passages were reset with 
standardized font, size, and margins so that print features not intrinsic to the words could not 
influence the participants’ textual analyses (p. 7). To assist me in identifying where the student 
was when commenting, the story was printed in blocks of no more than two standard-length 
paragraphs per page (Crain-Thoreson et al., 1997, p. 587), which supported the natural 
segmenting of the story text (Janssen et al., 2006, p. 38). However, as opposed to Eva-Wood 
(2004), who removed authors’ names from texts to avoid students commenting on previously 
read work by the same author, texts for this study included authors’ names with the rationale that 
                                                
7 See Appendix B, Appendix C, and Appendix D, respectively. 
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such information could be a possible reference point for certain readers reading in certain ways; 
however, additional information, such as texts’ dates of publication, was not provided. Finally, 
following Olshavsky’s (1976-1977) advice, a practice-think aloud was implemented prior to the 
first short story text being read and responded to (pp. 662-663). The aim of the practice was to 
familiarize the student reader with the general protocol and to answer any questions about it 
before the first actual implementation.8 
It is clear that the process of analyzing data collected via think-aloud methodology relies 
heavily on inference as to what verbalized words suggest (Ericsson & Simon, 1993, pp. 346-
352). Yet the necessarily tentative nature of inference is offset to at least some significant degree 
by the breadth and depth of data collected. Quantity of student response did not trump all else: 
“Single word counts do not adequately represent the content of participants’ responses as some 
use many words to say very little” (Eva-Wood, 2004, p. 185). At the same time, quantity can be 
reflective of depth and extent of thinking (Janssen et al., 2006, pp. 41-42, 47), a relationship 
considered here. Further, analysis of each story text included attention to what particular text 
moments inspired student commentary, at both the individual and the collective student level, 
with the hypothesis that readers would verbalize more often at textual moments of which they 
sought to make sense (Earthman, 1992, pp. 357-358). In addition, pauses and silences can 
represent cognitive activity that then may be captured orally only briefly, yet succinctly and 
powerfully (Ericsson & Simon, 1993, p. 266; Riessman, 2008), although it is truly only from 
verbalization, not lack thereof, that one can begin to make tentative inferences about 
participants’ cognitive processes (Ericsson & Simon, 1993, pp. 8-15). 
                                                
8 The practice story used was Tremel’s The Disappearance of Sarah (n.d.), a brief mystery story 
that did what was anticipated: it familiarized students with the general think-aloud protocol and 
made me comfortable that they understood the meaning of “Just remember to say everything that 
you are thinking and doing.” 
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All data collected for this Research Question were analyzed recursively with attention to 
the themes arising from the transcriptions of all students’ think-alouds and the written documents 
subsequently produced by each student. My transcription of each think-aloud included non-
verbal behavior that may have also indicated cognitive processing of the text. I additionally 
reviewed transcripts to consider “important sequences and interactions of reported strategies” 
(Afflerbach & Johnston, 1984, pp. 315-317). Ericsson and Simon (1993) note the importance of 
analyzing protocol data by “attention to the context of preceding protocol segments” (p. 211), 
recognizing at the same time that not all contiguous statements can, or should, be related to each 
other, and that think-aloud participants may foreground certain processes over other possible 
articulable ones for unclear reasons (Waern, 1980, p. 128). Ultimately, data analysis was 
inductive, “designed to reflect what was in the protocols rather than to attempt to fit the protocols 
into previously existing schemes” (M. W. Smith, 1991, p. 266). 
Since it was quite possible that responses to texts would vary based on the particular 
student reader, data analysis accommodated relevant concerns. Ericsson and Simon (1993) 
devote much time and space to exploring that think-aloud protocols can, by their very 
implementation, affect the thinking of research participants, although that issue is thought to be 
allayed by keeping participants at the level of “description” rather than explanation of their 
thinking (p. 79). It was anticipated that repeated exposure to the methodology with students at 
the tenth-grade age would lessen the likelihood of generated commentary inconsistent with the 
actual reading act cognitive processes taking place. The same authors (1993) acknowledge the 
criticism that think-aloud work is incomplete in reporting participants’ cognitive processes, with 
relative experts having made many processes so automatic that they will not often report them, 
and relative novices having made so few processes automatic that they will be overwhelmed. 
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Appreciating that inherent limitation of the protocol, the value of considering each individual 
reader is an asset, not a detriment, of this study; yes, “subjects’ memories of earlier thoughts and 
information are a subset of the information to which they attended” (p. 136), so not all that is 
cognized may be verbalized, but what is verbalized has been cognized, and our best glimpse 
thereof. More specifically, Afflerbach and Johnston (1984) discuss not only that some students 
are less skilled readers, and some less articulate speakers, than others, complicating the think-
aloud methodology; Afflerbach and Johnston also note that, since “verbal ability is confounded 
with reading ability,” inferences and conclusions to be drawn from more struggling readers 
might be particularly frustrated (p. 313). Further, some students, likely the better readers to begin 
with, might be more likely to possess extensive and sophisticated language with which to discuss 
what they read (p. 314). Such complications are inherent to the think-aloud methodology and 
were important factors for analysis in ultimate conjunction with the same participating students’ 
discourse from within their classroom contexts. 
Indeed, given the likelihood that at least some speaking about texts had occurred in these 
students’ educational lives for several years, it was anticipated that at least the general approach 
of the think-aloud protocol would not be off-putting to the tenth-graders. This raises what 
becomes a relevant undercurrent for the interpretation of the think-aloud data. While on one level 
a think-aloud protocol enables researcher access to otherwise silent cognitive processes, on 
another level the think-aloud protocol in this setting mirrored in key ways certain aspects of 
school: it was conducted in the school setting, by a researcher who also sat in the case study 
participant’s English language arts classroom; it involved text written on paper and read in a 
generally silent atmosphere within the schedule of the typical school day; the student was asked 
to put thoughts into words, presumably of school-appropriate English. One might reasonably 
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conclude that a sizable part of what was ascertained was therefore the schooled practices of 
reading texts with which each case study participant was familiar; from that perspective, the 
think-aloud protocol did not elicit purely natural ways of reading, but rather schooled and 
learned ways of reading. Particularly for students who are industrious in the school setting, 
“forms of discourse become forms of thinking” (Pontecorvo, 1993, p. 191). The caveat that the 
think-aloud responses in this setting did elicit at least some contextual ways of reading texts 
bears all the more importance given the study’s interest in how the classroom context supports 
the enactment of text difficulty during the reading act; further commentary in this regard will be 
introduced in subsequent chapters. 
Finally, to build upon the research tradition related to expert and novice readings of texts, 
a goal was that the same texts used with the student readers would be read and responded to by 
the participating tenth-grade teachers. Prior work in the expert-novice reading research tradition 
has been relatively limited by its conceptions of experts and novices. For example, Peskin (1998) 
defined expert readers as doctoral students in English, and novice readers as early 
undergraduates or upper-grade secondary students with direct instruction in poetry, the subject of 
Peskin’s research (p. 239). For even tentative conclusions to be offered regarding the teaching of 
reading at the secondary level, an expert-novice distinction can be useful, but not if both the 
experts and the novices are so qualitatively different from teachers and students in secondary 
schools. Chall et al.’s work (1996) speaks to the productive inclusion of students as well as 
teachers in the evaluation of text complexity (pp. 3, 6, 11), yet the text exemplars offered in the 
CCSS (2010) were apparently not vetted in any similar way. Although the qualitative inquiry in 
this study cannot make claims to reliability as advocated by Pearson and Hiebert (2013, p. 7), it 
can make a stronger claim toward investigating texts in a deep sense by the inclusion of both 
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students and teachers as legitimate sources of data into how texts are read. Ericsson and Simon 
(1993) claim that “expert performance involves much more than a steady piling up of 
knowledge. Experts also acquire an effective organization of their knowledge to allow for 
reliable and efficient retrieval, and skills of anticipating, planning ahead, and reasoning 
selectively. Hence expert performance appears to be structurally different from the performance 
of novices” (pp. xliv-xlv). The degree to which teachers, as experts, had become qualitatively 
better over time at reading complex literary texts was anticipated to have implications, 
particularly when contrasted with the reading performances of the teachers’ students in relation 
to the same story texts. Further, following the lead of Hamel (2003), it was anticipated that the 
tenth-grade teachers could benefit professionally from seeing how their students responded to the 
same texts that the teachers themselves worked through. Although time permitted only one of the 
three teachers to participate in the think-aloud methodology, that teacher’s responses were 
extremely useful in analysis of Chekhov’s Home. (See Chapter IV.) The data collected from the 
responses of the tenth-grade teacher were analyzed in comparison to the data collected from the 
responses of the tenth-grade students. Although it is not necessarily the case that a teacher’s 
reading should be over-privileged – it was predicted to be the case, for example, that the 
students’ readings of the texts would uniquely involve certain valuable processes – it is also true 
that, since a teacher’s reading can be seen to represent to at least some degree the standards of 
the discourse of the academic communities in which the students were learning to participate, the 
teacher’s readings were valuable in revealing gaps, omissions, and problematics by comparison.  
“Verbal-report methodology makes it possible to study phenomena of comprehension 
which have been difficult, if not impossible, to investigate by traditional research methods” 
writes Ericsson (1988, p. 321). With that impulse, deep data were collected for this first Research 
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Question utilizing the anticipated best practices in think-aloud protocol work as applied to the 
particular focus of complex literary texts. While it is true that think-aloud methodology by its 
very nature allows for the making of only tentative inductive inferences (László, Meutsch, & 
Viehoff, 1988), pedagogical implications of similar work have been advanced (Randall et al., 
1986, pp. 247-249). This aspect of the study was thus similar in nature to the early think-aloud 
work in other disciplines described by Ericsson and Simon (1993) as having “an exploratory 
nature. The main aim was to generate concepts and potential mechanisms rather than to address 
questions of validation and generality” (p. 262). Though the goal was to implement a defensible 
and illuminating methodology, anticipated from the outset was that the methodology itself would 
be an essential element of ultimate inquiry.  
Research Question 2 
In addition to eliciting deep data via the described think-aloud protocols, breadth of data 
was also sought, in accordance with Olson et al.’s (1984) suggestion that the inferential, tentative 
nature of conclusions drawn from think-aloud methodology must “be affirmed through the 
examination of as broad a range of different measures as possible” (p. 255). Thus, for this 
Research Question, focused on text difficulty, major data derived from a variety of qualitative 
methodologies stemming from the ethnographic context. Bloome et al. (2004) present 
“classrooms [as] complex places where teachers and students create and re-create, adopt and 
adapt, and engage in a full range of human interactions” (p. xvi). Deep exploration of the three 
identified classrooms, and the select participants within those classrooms, was designed in the 
spirit of participation observation, defined by Bernard (2011) as “getting close to people and 
making them feel comfortable enough with your presence so that you can observe and record 
information about their lives” (p. 256). In essence, the goal was to increase my “explicit 
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awareness of the little details in life” (p. 273) as pertain to each classroom culture. Being in each 
classroom’s culture for a sustained period of time increased the likelihood of observing behavior 
that was not reactive to my presence, but behavior that represented the typical cultural norms 
(pp. 265-266). Although the purposes of this study centered on the enactment of text difficulty, 
involvement in each classroom was sustained for all days over the period of time that a major 
literary text was taught, including activities not directly related to the reading act.9 
Foundationally, “[t]he ethos of fieldwork holds that in order to fully understand and appreciate 
action from the perspective of participants, one must get close to and participate in a wide cross-
section of their everyday activities over an extended period of time” (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 
2011, p. 14). Ultimately, although one cannot attempt to dissociate entirely the classroom context 
with researcher from the classroom context without researcher, the interest is in becoming as 
much a natural part of the regular classroom culture as possible so that “the gap between 
researcher and researched is narrowed” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 58). 
From that perspective, I was not distant, but involved, considering that “[m]eaning 
therefore lies not in the encoding and decoding of each individual’s thoughts but in the jointly 
constructed actions that people take in the event” (Bloome et al., 2004, p. 9). While, as described 
below, the “construct[ion]” of actions and events is in itself complicated, the research obligation 
was to develop tentative theoretical and pedagogical conclusions based on actual ethnographic 
involvement in the rich contours of the classroom contexts. 
As the work in the site unfolded, several types of ethnographic fieldnotes were utilized, 
from jottings in classrooms to fuller fieldnotes and eventual commentaries on methodology and 
                                                
9 In the two tenth-grade general classes, the unit focused on Golding’s Lord of the Flies 
(1954/2006) and lasted between five and six weeks. In the third class, the tenth-grade honors 
class, time exigencies prevented observation of a unit of meaningful time, and thus classroom 
discourse from that class is not included for analysis in this study. 
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process. A goal was to populate each jotting with as much specificity and thick description as 
possible. Audiotaping of classroom discourse was utilized so that full verbatim transcriptions of 
relevant sections could later be accomplished, with field notes supplementing the audiotapes as a 
means of highlighting key non-verbal context cues that seemed relevant to me in the immediate 
moment. Interviews with the participating students and teachers were also audiotaped for later 
transcription. Ultimately, descriptive writing was balanced with analytic writing that framed 
trends and patterns based on the description, fulfilling the need “to switch back and forth 
between the insiders’ view and that of an analyst” (Bernard, 2011, p. 279). Emerson et al. (2011) 
have written of “sensitively representing in written texts what local people consider meaningful 
and important” (p. 129); this study’s approach dignified members’ meanings through extensive 
quoting, dialogue, and description, while eventually framing those meanings through my own 
focused analysis and interpretation. 
Semi-structured interviews of each individual research participant were by their nature 
based on trends and patterns identified through classroom observations and artifact analysis 
(including how the observed oral and written discourses related to prior discourse in the given 
classroom), but also allowed sufficient open-endedness for the participant to discourse in 
creative ways unpredictable in advance. The clear advantage of the semi-structured interview 
method is its “more conversational style” that enhanced my ability to probe meaning and 
significance with each interview subject (Bernard, 2011, p. 190). In addition, following the lead 
of Miller and Legge (1999) and others, during sections of the interviews, students and teachers 
were asked to comment and reflect on transcripts of select classroom observations in which they 
participated (p. 19), an important step in moving beneath the surface and in investigating the 
meanings that individuals articulate for their words and behaviors, meanings that certainly are 
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likely to vary from individual to individual and even within particular individuals over time 
(Alvesson, 2002, pp. 118-119). Attention to “interviewees’ self-evaluative language” and 
“metastatements” was just as important as attention to the interviewees’ specific comments about 
particular classroom events (Luttrell, 2010, pp. 273-274). The tangibility and specificity of 
transcripted classroom speech diminished the likelihood that participants would speak too 
generally. In addition to semi-structured interviewing being a useful method for the aims of this 
study vis-à-vis the enactment of text difficulty, semi-structured interviewing also attained the 
useful political end of having “teachers and students . . . foreground more educationally 
promising characteristics and free themselves from less productive story lines” (Wortham, 2001, 
p. 6). 
Despite the clear advantages of interviewing as a mainstay of this study, it is necessary to 
recognize the difficulties and contingencies of interviewing. Scheurich (2001) notes that there is 
“complexity, uniqueness, and indeterminateness [to] each one-on-one human interaction” (p. 64). 
Adopting a similar perspective, Rapley (2004) acknowledges that even a one-on-one interview 
“could actually be, in practice, an interview with several subjects, whose particular identities 
may only be partially clear” (pp. 29-30), in which sense the term “one-on-one” itself may be 
usefully critiqued given the multiplicity within each self. Scheurich’s (2001) contributions 
include articulating the “fundamental indeterminateness of language, meaning, and 
communication” (pp. 66-67), which embroils the researcher’s own language and 
communications as much as it does those of the research participants. Attention to the 
complications of the dialogic within the interview context is consistent with attention to those 
complications within the classroom oral discourse related to the reading act, and supports 
Pillow’s (2003) interest in the “reflexive” turn in qualitative research to consider “how . . . 
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knowledge is produced” and being “critically conscious through personal accounting” (pp. 177-
178). Appreciating the contingencies of interviewing, Cazden’s (2001) observation that 
participant interviews can broaden the portrait of classroom discourse by illuminating “specific 
tensions or dilemmas” (p. 165) is important also for a full ethnographic investigation. 
Since some of the interview questions naturally focused on the students’ reading 
performances, various feelings, including discomfort, reluctance, and embarrassment, were 
anticipated. Hopper (1996) references “the implicit imbalance of power” in any research context, 
which suggested in this context the importance of dignifying students’ rights to their feelings 
despite when they might differ from mine (p. 161); working with the students’ teachers to get a 
sense of these students’ general emotional states helped better anticipate signs of emotional 
discomfort these students may have had.10 Not incidentally, it was also possible that teachers 
would be uncomfortable speaking about various aspects of their observed classrooms; a general 
relationship of trust, understanding, and mutual collaboration aimed to soften any hierarchical 
power that the teachers may have assumed to exist between themselves and me.11 
In the interpretive process, all data – jottings, fieldnotes, transcripts, questionnaires, 
interview responses, artifacts – were coded and mined for analysis. Data analysis was 
accomplished by the tools of discourse analysis, in which “all the little things that make our 
utterances uniquely our own – as concrete manifestations both of the culture we share with 
others and of our very selves” – are the basis of analysis (Bernard, 2011, pp. 421-422). As the 
                                                
10 No significant issues related to this concern emerged. 
11 Highly important to stress to the teachers was that the study was not designed to evaluate 
teacher effectiveness, quality, or performance; though certain variables under a teacher’s locus of 
control would likely be found to relate to the enactment of text difficulty by the case study 
student participants, comments about those variables would not be framed in a way to suggest 
commentary about any teacher’s competence, absolute or relative. 
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data were reviewed, open coding generated the themes and trends that later became the basis of 
focused coding. This approach, appreciating that “[r]ules alone cannot explain how speech 
accomplishes interactional positioning” (Wortham, 2001, p. 35), and thus initially working from 
the bottom up, is recursive in the sense of moving back and forth between the data itself and the 
themes and theories ultimately suggested by the data analysis (LeCompte & Schensul, 2010, p. 
215), and has been applied in the secondary English language arts context (Juzwik, Borsheim-
Black, Caughlan, & Heintz, 2013, p. 135). Within this analytical process, the boundaries and 
interpretations used to frame the discourse derive from those boundaries and interpretations that 
make the most apparent sense to the persons naturally within the classrooms, the participants in 
the research study: “[W]hat counts as a story depends not on an a priori definition but on what is 
inside of the boundaries of the storytelling as constructed by the participants. . . . Arguments 
about the social function and meaning of a participation structure(s) must be built on how the 
people within a particular event act and react to each other” (Bloome et al., 2004, pp. 18, 33). 
Notably, this does not imply that all participants will share the same notions of what boundaries 
ought to exist, nor of what those boundaries ought to mean; neither does this imply that even the 
same participant’s articulations will be consistent over time, given “the concept of multiple and 
embedded levels that are socially constructed by participants in an event” (Bloome et al., 2004, 
p. 18). Efforts to elicit meanings significant to each individual participant included the frequent 
semi-structured interviews that allowed space for participants to articulate and explore their 
perceptions both in the particular moment and over time. “Thematic coherence” thus privileged 
“what counts as data and the framing of data for participants” (Bloome et al., 2004, p. 39), with 
the belief that, given the deep and varied involvement in the ethnographic setting, I would come 
closer to knowing what was meaningful for the research participants. The unities as well as 
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discontinuities and gaps within, between, and among participants in regard to boundaries of 
classroom discourse were seminal not just to framing of the research analysis; they were critical 
to analyze in their own right, revealing as they were of the values, thoughts, feelings, etc., that 
various participants ascribed to the discourse in which they played continuing parts. 
In general, this study was situated in the field that Bloome et al. (2004) define as 
microethnographic discourse analysis. Foundational to that work is that ethnography can 
accomplish a research agenda not possible in other ways. A subset of classroom discourse 
analysis, which Marshall, Smagorinsky, and Smith (1995) define as “studying the processes 
through which the participants learn and perpetuate appropriate ways of knowing in classrooms” 
(p. 7), microethnographic discourse analysis has particular relevance to situations involving 
language. As Bloome et al. (2004) note, “Teaching students to be readers and writers is as much 
a matter of language, socialization, enculturation, identity production, power relations, and 
situated interaction (i.e., knowing what to do and how to interact with others in a specific 
situation) as teaching how to manipulate symbol systems” (p. xvii). Additionally, the 
development of literacy is a social act that stretches across times and spaces, what Bloome et al. 
call intertextuality, which in the classroom context develops longitudinally as it “is linked to the 
inherent goals, structure, and history of the classroom community” (Bloome, 1986, p. 75): “[I]n 
order for people to participate in an event, interact with each other, and communicate meanings 
and emotions, they need to invoke a working consensus of what is happening and what meanings 
are being established” (Bloome et al., 2004, p. 45). Because the reading act within schools is 
accomplished by the individual reader in transaction with others, including both teachers and 
peers, the situatedness of the individual reader is foregrounded; since transactions are 
accomplished, whether oral or written, via both receptive and expressive language, a theoretical 
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framework consciously attentive to the nuances of language use has a double benefit: while it 
sensitizes the research agenda to the nuances of language between individual and others, it also 
naturally allows for analysis of the reading act as enacted within and among those persons. 
By the conclusion of all data collection for this Research Question focusing on text 
difficulty, a mixture of ethnographic work had been employed, including participant observation, 
semi-structured interviews, and artifact analysis. These multiple measures address the concerns 
of triangulation, particularly within a study of only a few months duration; to “produce a 
comprehensive and consistent picture of [the] special cultural domain” of high school English 
classrooms, the data sources were numerous, varied, and rich (LeCompte & Schensul, 2010, p. 
122). This was not dissimilar to Hynds’ (1989) use of multiple methods to draw conclusions both 
from pieces of data that emerged in singular form as well as from pieces of data that together 
presented different, even contradictory, aspects of the same student reader (pp. 46-47). 
Triangulation in this sense was not designed to necessarily bring a coherent pattern to 
bear upon the research study. Despite the case study methodology focusing on discrete 
individuals, the notion that any individual is stable, unified, and consistent – to say nothing of 
knowable – has been largely contested: “[T]he self is not an object but a process. The self 
appears to be an object, but in fact its stability is accomplished through processes in which 
individuals interact with the social and physical environment” (Wortham, 2001, p. 155). 
Considering also Britzman’s (1995) cautions about “multiple voices” in all individuals (p. 232), 
Smith and Watson’s (2000) reconceptualization of autobiography as subjective in all elements, 
including that “[w]hat may be a meaningful identity, on one day in one context, may not be 
culturally and personally meaningful at another moment in another context” (p. 33), is 
reasonable. Then one must appreciate that narratives themselves complicate via all elements – 
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structure, organization, conventions, and so on – toward “multiple and simultaneous notions of 
time” (Britzman, 1995, p. 233) and that “the unified story and the coherent self are myths of 
identity” (Smith & Watson, 2000, p. 47). Once both “the subjective experience of the narrator 
and the form of the narrative itself” (Brettell, 1997, p. 225) are implicated, perhaps, yes, “the 
ground upon which ethnography is built turns out to be a contested and fictive geography” 
(Britzman, 1995, p. 230). Iser (1993) writes of three processes that advance the fictionalizing act: 
selection, combination, and self-disclosure (pp. 4-21); all are surely operative in ethnography as 
much as in literary fiction, a parallel that harmonizes the methodology of this study with the 
conceptualization of the reading act as described above. 
As both self and story are complicated, so too is language, given the deep relationships 
among all three: “Our voice is always contingent upon shifting relationships among the words 
we speak, the practices we construct, and the community within which we interact. As practices, 
perspectives, and communities shift, so too does the voice we use to name them” (Britzman, 
2003, p. 34). Language at its deepest, most specific levels is therefore not immune to analysis, 
given how it is linked inextricably to our worldviews and our contingent realities, such as they 
are (Michielsens, 2000). Since “language constructs the individual’s subjectivity” (Richardson, 
2000, p. 929), we absolutely are brought to a point of clear anti-positivist recognition: “Writing 
ethnography as a practice of narration is not about capturing the real already out there. It is about 
constructing particular versions of truth, questioning how regimes of truth become neutralized as 
knowledge, and thus pushing the sensibilities of readers in new directions” (Britzman, 1995, p. 
237).  
Although ongoing concerns have been raised about reliability and validity in 
ethnographic research, important is that the aim of this study was decidedly not to make 
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sweeping claims that the tenth-grade classrooms, students, or teachers studied stand as solid 
representations of others. The goal was different: “to identify patterns and variations in 
relationships and in the ways that members understand and respond to conditions and 
contingencies in the social setting” (Emerson et al., 2011, p. 193). That does not mean that 
theoretical implications cannot arise from the specifics; they can, and they do. However, the 
theory stays grounded in the local and the particular, in part to reduce concerns of researcher 
bias, though with potential implications as suggestions for research that can be pursued in future 
studies. G. L. Anderson, Herr, and Nihlen (2007) write that qualitative researchers “make 
tentative application instead of broad application of the findings, because realities are multiple 
and different and [one’s] findings are always dependent on the interaction between [oneself] and 
[one’s] participants” (p. 163). At the same time, solid research methodology, bolstered by clear 
and reflective writing, stands to establish this study as a reliable, rigorous research endeavor. In 
terms of validity, the pursuit of community members’ meanings – when one is not oneself a 
member – is complicated, but the research design included collaboration with research 
participants, including member checking that invited teachers’ and students’ reflections on the 
collected transcripts and my tentative analyses of them, a move that also allowed me to 
“incorporate participants’ comments into the final narrative” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 127). 
Validity further derived from the natural diversity within the classrooms observed and the 
individuals studied in depth (Shenton, 2004, p. 66). Indeed, all educators teach within “an 
educational reality that is messy, intuitive, anecdotal, and value-laden” (G. L. Anderson et al., 
2007, p. 53); acknowledging that upfront within the research study does not undercut reliability 
and validity, but enhances them. 
 
 98 
While it is the case that the classroom context as a whole deserves attention, it is also the 
case that individual students within that classroom context deserve attention. Richards (1929) 
himself noted that certain procedures and protocols for how we read texts become stock and trite; 
within each individual reader, of course, is a wealth of complexity, such that numerous variables 
affect how text is perceived from moment to moment, to say nothing of from day to day; this 
study attended to that fact by investigating each individual reader in depth and longitudinally (p. 
298). Although researchers such as Hynds (1989) have preferred not to become acquainted with 
background information about case study participants in order to minimize bias in their interview 
interactions (p. 36), in this study background information was foregrounded as a natural part of 
the learning environment, and provided discussion material, as appropriate and relevant, for such 
interviews. Background information included that information about each reader elicited as part 
of the text complexity inquiry that was the focus of the first key Research Question, as well as 
information about each reader offered by the student’s classroom teacher in ongoing interviews 
throughout the data collection phase of the study. 
During the five- to six-week period in which each case study participant’s classroom was 
ethnographically observed, particular attention was paid to each case study participant in context, 
including that I moved to small-group contexts as necessary to facilitate participant observation 
of these highlighted students. The ongoing semi-structured interviews during the data collection 
phase involved questions asking students to reflect on the ongoing reading act(s) in the 
classroom, including reflections on transcripted classroom oral discourse, as well as specific 
questions asking students about their personal, aesthetic, and emotive responses to texts read, and 
background and prior knowledge as relevant. In addition, during an early interview, each case 
study participant completed a related questionnaire designed to assist in generating qualitative 
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data as well as some very basic quantitative data12. Toward that dual-pronged aim, the 
questionnaire combined close-ended and open-ended questions, aiming toward both quantitative 
(e.g., “Please answer . . . by circling the appropriate number [based on your level of agreement 
with the statement]: I like to read.”) and qualitative (e.g., “Describe a moment in your English 
class last year that made you believe you were a good reader”) ends. The scaled questions were 
an extension of the Reading Interest and Background Questionnaire employed by Hynds (1989) 
in her case study research (p. 38). In addition, based on what Bernard (2011) presents as an 
adaptation of the factorial survey approach, included was a relevant vignette based on a 
hypothetical classroom situation designed to elicit students’ comments and reflections (p. 217), 
as well as an adaptation of the prompt used by Musgrove (2009) to capture, metaphorically, how 
a student sees himself or herself as reader. Students’ questionnaire responses were subsequently 
discussed through the semi-structured interviews with each student and analyzed accordingly. 
 Moving from the individual reader in isolation to the individual reader as part of a 
secondary English language arts classroom context, Hynds’ (1991) commentary on all classroom 
elements as parts of “a particular culture – one that rewards particular stances, interpretations, 
and attitudes toward what it means to ‘understand’ a literary text” (p. 123) is highly relevant. The 
deep involvement with, and thus deep understanding of, the particular classroom cultures were 
designed to probe those meaningful aspects of classroom culture that support literacy habits and 
orientations toward the reading act. Cazden (2001) encourages one to “appreciate that syntax and 
sequence provide only certain levels of analysis, particularly given that certain content moves in 
the discourse may limit acceptable discourse at any given moment, and also that the purpose and 
meaning of a given utterance must be appreciated in its full context (pp. 37-38). Always aware 
                                                
12 See Appendix E. 
 
 100 
that discourse is complex in enactment, Reznitskaya et al. (2001) present that “discourse 
features” within classroom oral discourse “serve as proximal indicators of the educational value” 
of various aspects of literacy habits as enacted in classroom life (p. 159). Open coding, as in 
Hynds’ work (1991), recognized too “anomalies” within a wide data pool and their potential 
significance (p. 37). 
Importantly, although microethnographic discourse analysis is certainly interested in 
larger societal and cultural factors including those related to gender, class, and race, it recognizes 
both the importance of such factors as well as the negotiated agency of individuals within the 
environments studied (Bloome et al., 2004, p. 92). Britzman (1995) observes “the performances 
of power that both suture and unravel any ethnographic text” (p. 237); such performances – 
unpredictable as well as complicated – involve individual agency as well as factors beyond and 
outside of the individual. Contrasting their theoretical framework with anything close to 
positivism, Bloome et al. (2004) note that “[p]eople . . . are not dependent variables” (p. 4): 
while historical, cultural, group backgrounds and affiliations certainly affect those within 
classrooms, they do not determine them. Indeed, persons “act in terms of the situation in which 
they find themselves while simultaneously creating that situation” (p. 5). In this way, 
microethnographic discourse analysis is close to Macbeth’s (2003) advocacy of naturalistic 
inquiry over critical discourse analysis, the former better appreciative of the “relentless 
contingency” of each local context (p. 240). 
Bloome et al.’s (2004) microethnographic discourse analysis approach enables the 
analysis of classroom discourse through “the dialectics of continuity and change” in tandem (p. 
52), an objective reflective also of the tensions inherent in any classroom learning community. 
Because microethnographic discourse analysis inquires contextually into both structure of 
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conversations (and writings) and substance of conversations (and writings), it works to avoid 
simplistic binaries by recognizing, for example, that some forms of teacher commentary during 
full-class discourse are more enabling of student-created divergent thought than are others (pp. 
55-56). Indeed, Bloome et al. offer examples of how knowledge must be situationally discerned, 
and assisted by longitudinal considerations deriving from sustained ethnographic involvement (p. 
69). From a similar perspective, a student’s comments during classroom oral discourse may be 
variantly reflective of knowledge located in the student as opposed to knowledge located in the 
teacher or in others; in this study, amplification of classroom observations via semi-structured 
interviews and artifact analysis sought to provide a richer, though not necessarily always 
consistent, contextual portrait to assist in nuanced discourse analysis (p. 91).  
As discussed in Chapter II, empirically developing the field’s understanding of practices 
associated primarily with the oral discourse of the classroom teacher, as those practices relate to 
the enactment of text difficulty, was anticipated to be of value in supporting theoretical and 
pedagogical advancements. Classroom observations, with audiotaping and transcription as 
described above, along with the semi-structured interviews of the case study students and their 
teachers, aimed to develop a rich tapestry of classroom practices for open coding purposes. 
Hynds (1991), for example, has shown in her work the value of student reflection on teacher 
questioning habits, both present and past, with the narrative a student constructs a powerful 
potential point of analysis for the researcher interested in how students conceive of the discourse 
of which they have been part, even if unintentionally or passively (p. 123). Microethnographic 
discourse analysis does, importantly, keep prominent that issues related to power in the 
classroom are not binary; though “control comes in the form of information and knowledge, not 
as a quantity but as an interpretive framework,” power “is always contested and dialogic” 
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(Bloome et al., 2004, pp. 162-163). Thus, though it may be tempting to denigrate practices 
associated primarily with the oral discourse of the classroom teacher, in fact it is possible to see 
certain “transformation[al]” power moves represented in those practices (p. 179).  
Additional theoretical and pedagogical advancements were hoped to arise from a 
particular research focus on practices associated primarily with the discourse community of 
classroom teacher and peers, as those practices relate to the enactment of text difficulty. 
Classroom observations, with audiotaping and transcription as described above, along with the 
semi-structured interviews of the case study students and their teachers, were the basis for 
continued open coding. The breadth of such inquiry should not be underestimated; for example, 
given Richards’ (1929) contention that expert readers minimize or disparage certain textual 
interpretations of others (p. 315), the ongoing interviews of each classroom teacher necessarily 
included conversation regarding the teacher’s perceptions of the interpretations advanced by 
various students, especially the case study students, in the classroom oral discourse; they also 
allowed for valuable free conversation regarding other elements of English language arts 
teaching perceived by the teachers as relevant (Zancanella, 1991, p. 22). 
Fall, Webb, and Chudowsky’s (2000) study supports the importance of student self-
reporting on the perceived helpfulness of group processing to students’ own understandings of 
the texts they have read (p. 936). This study’s ongoing semi-structured interviews, based in large 
part on the ongoing classroom observations and transcripted speech, aimed to pursue the 
individual reader even as in tension or conflict with the larger classroom community. The 
research of Alvermann et al. (1996), although it utilized videotapes, rather than audiotapes, of 
classroom discourse, has confirmed that students can indeed speak with precision and insight 
about classroom discussions in which they have participated. Though the researchers 
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acknowledge that student commentary cannot be seen for more than it is – in other words, one 
must recognize the limitations of the ability of anybody, including students, to use language to 
capture complex ideas and to speak about one’s self and others – the addition of this element to 
the research field is essential, particularly when we consider students at the secondary level. This 
study intended to extend prior research by considering the learning of students in a more 
longitudinal sense, including how classroom discourse builds on itself over time, an extension, 
really, of what Alvermann et al. conceive as the “boundaries of a discussion event” (p. 251). 
Further, this study sought to situate the analysis of classroom discourse practices in relationship 
to the enactment of text difficulty, a relationship that Alvermann et al. anticipate but do not 
pursue, reporting that, to the students, “in instances where the task was not demanding (and 
therefore did not require discussing), they worked alone even though they agreed they would 
prefer to work together on tasks” (p. 259). 
One relevant factor appeared immediately to be the structure established for conversation, 
including potential differences between full-class and small-group conversations about texts 
(Alvermann et al., 1996, p. 248). Though Alvermann et al. conclude that students prefer small-
group conversations, again this is not contextualized in the researchers’ analysis of longitudinal 
classroom discourse over time nor in particular relationship to enactment of text difficulty. 
Complicating this aspect of the inquiry is the observation by Alvermann et al. that their student 
research participants’ identification of “some kind of group consensus about what they had read” 
(p. 260) may well have derived from students’ belief that discussions are mostly for listening 
rather than for speaking: “Only a few comments were about discussions as opportunities to 
search for consensus or to explore alternative interpretations” (p. 261). The enactment of text 
difficulty through both listening and speaking was a thread paid particular attention to during the 
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data analysis phase, especially given its underexamination by prior researchers (cf. Kucan & 
Beck, 1997, pp. 290-291). 
Exploring each piece of written discourse related in any way to the reading acts occurring 
within the five- to six-week period of ethnographic involvement included analysis of task 
parameters, products created by each of the nine case study participants, evaluation criteria, 
teacher feedback to the case study students, and student and teacher commentary about the 
written discourse elicited through the ongoing semi-structured interview process. Similar to 
Sweigart’s study (1991), for example, students were asked during interviews, as appropriate, to 
discuss any in-process written pieces on which they were currently working (p. 480). Of course, 
assessments in any given classroom do not necessarily align with one another in any neat linear 
pattern, and student and teacher understandings of any given piece of discourse do not 
necessarily align; the goal of the broad data collection was to elicit multiple data points for 
subsequent analysis, not necessarily to elicit points of agreement or convergence. It was 
anticipated that more frequent and written discourse would be enacted in the ongoing discourse 
of the classrooms studied. However, written discourse was limited, though it did include close-
ended reading quizzes, open-ended reading passage analysis, and a culminating unit essay. Still, 
the existing written discourse artifacts, and the supplemental data points described, were subject 
to interpretive analysis that moved beyond the explicit and into the implicit realm of the cultural 
elements suggested by each document (Bernard, 2011, p. 415). The analysis of the artifacts was 
informed by, and informed, the analysis of the other cultural elements studied ethnographically 




Research Question 3 
 This final Research Question aimed to tie together text complexity and text difficulty to 
explore the interrelationships between the two. This analysis began with the substantial data 
collected in relation to the case study student participants and how they read decontextualized 
literary texts, and continued with the substantial data collected in relation to those same students 
and how they read contextualized literary texts through various discourse practices. What could 
then be theorized about the interrelationships between text complexity and text difficulty? 
 Additionally, the particular text read during the five- to six-week period each classroom 
was studied ethnographically was analyzed from a text complexity perspective. Although the 
case study student participants obviously were not able to divorce this text – Lord of the Flies 
(1954/2006) – from the context in which the text had been read, the interview process included 
specific questions dealing with text complexity. “How difficult of a text do you believe this text 
has been? Why do you say that? Be as specific in your response as possible.”  
 The new data outlined above in relation to this third Research Question was analyzed in 
conjunction with the data from all previous aspects of the study, seeking again to theorize the 
interrelationships that may exist between text complexity and text difficulty in relation to literary 




IV – “IT WAS VERY INTERESTING”: ANTON CHEKHOV’S HOME 
AND PRODUCTIVE MEANING-MAKING WITH A COMPLEX TEXT 
 This chapter is the first of three focusing on the case study participants’ readings of the 
three short story texts via the think-aloud protocol described in the prior chapter. Anton 
Chekhov’s Home was the text that appeared to generate the most productive reading for the 
largest number of the students. For the entire story text, see Appendix B. Relevant segments for 
analysis are presented in context below. Five students read Home via the think-aloud protocol1; 
each of their individual readings came one to two weeks after an earlier think-aloud with Poe’s 
The Cask of Amontillado. In addition to these student readings, one of the participating teachers 
engaged in the think-aloud protocol with Home, although not with any other text. 
Although their teacher ultimately engaged in more sophisticated behaviors during his 
reading of Home, each of the students accomplished meaningful reading of Chekhov’s story, a 
text they found more accessible than either The Cask of Amontillado or The Garden of Forking 
Paths. Engaging in varied productive active reading strategies, including the ability to work out 
misunderstandings and confusions for oneself and to read the story text not narrowly, but 
broadly, with appreciation for the value of contingent, tentative interpretations, the students 
sought story coherence, noticed other important story elements2, and even thematized during 
both initial reading and rereading. This “very interesting” story, as Yasmin termed it, revealed 
through the think-aloud methodology important insights about both these readers and the text to 
which they were responding. 
                                                
1 Even though nine case study students were identified for the study, due to schedule 
considerations not all participated in the reading of all three short stories. 
2 “Story element” is utilized throughout this analysis to refer to an aspect of the story text 
discretely commented upon by student reader(s); it may be a typically defined literary element, 
or, more commonly, simply a noticed aspect of the larger total text. 
 
 107 
 Written in 1887, Chekhov’s story contains 3,716 words and 75 paragraphs, which were 
divided over 22 pages of text as described above for the think-aloud protocol. At what one might 
call its basic level, Chekhov’s story brings the reader to a conversation with a Russian prosecutor 
and his-seven-year-old son, whom the governess reports to the prosecutor has begun smoking. 
The prosecutor is internally tortured by thoughts of whether, and if so how, he should discipline 
his son, particularly given larger issues of morality, single parenthood, and the role of 
imagination. 
Traditional quantitative measures, unsurprisingly, fail to accommodate, among other 
aspects, the story’s breadth of thematic inquiry: on the Flesch-Kincaid scale, the story rates a 6.8, 
and its Lexile score is a 1210. As noted earlier, the CCSS list Home as a short story exemplar for 
the band beginning at grade 11, and the five student readers of the text here found both 
complexity and satisfaction in the story, as did the teacher reader. None of the six had read 
Chekhov’s piece prior.  
Initial Reflections on the Think-Aloud Reading Protocol as Applied to Home 
The designed and implemented think-aloud protocol generated significant commentary 
from all participants, including the four student participants who completed reading Chekhov’s 
entire story3. As shown in Figure 2, over the 75 paragraphs of the text, the other four student 
readers made a total of 105 distinct comments4. 
                                                
3 One of the student participants, Brennen, read at a much slower rate than that of any of his 
peers, such that he could not read even half of Home in one sustained period of time; thus, for 
purposes of the analysis in this chapter, much of which is comparative, his responses were not 
considered. 
4 What this study is terming a distinct “comment” is similar to Bloome et al.’s (2004) definition 
of a “message unit”: “the smallest unit of conversational meaning” (p. 19). A “comment” was 
marked as such when it was followed by a pause of more than two seconds, by the student’s 
obvious reading of a new section of text, or by the student’s turning to the next page of the story. 




INITIAL READING COMMENTS ON HOME 
BY EACH STUDENT PARTICIPANT 






Qualitatively, the response comments from all participants suggested ongoing interest, energy, 
and enthusiasm in the think-aloud protocol. Very rarely did the need present itself to prompt a 
reader because of sustained silence while reading. No student asked to terminate the protocol 
before its natural end, and all students articulated thoughtful comments both orally in the 
concurrent part of the protocol and in writing during the retrospective part of the protocol. This 
qualitative excellence in performance, as demonstrated in detail below, is ultimately the truest 
measure of the methodology’s validity; however, one attempt at quantitative demonstration of 
the methodology’s validity is presented in Appendix F, along with further explanation of why the 
qualitative dimension is ultimately superior for judging the methodology’s validity. 
Analysis of Reading Responses to High-Response-Frequency Paragraphs 
 Of the 105 distinct comments made by the four student readers to the 75 paragraphs of 
Chekhov’s story, certain paragraphs were far more generative of commentary than were others, 
as demonstrated by Figure 3.5 
  
                                                
5 Some comments came during paragraphs, as opposed to at the ends of paragraphs, and I noted, 
to the greatest extent possible, where the student was in the text when he or she spoke, and asked 
for clarification if unsure. However, the data presentation and analysis treats as similar all 
comments coming during or at the end of a paragraph, based on the general premise that a 




FREQUENCY OF COMMENTS PER PARAGRAPH WITH HOME 
 
# of Comments Made per Paragraph # of Paragraphs 









Remembering that the think-aloud methodology does not claim to elicit responses that are either 
too complex or too automatic for a participant to articulate, little can be concluded about the 
specific content of the sizable number of paragraphs – 30 of 75 total – that did not generate any 
student comments.6 Comparative analysis will focus on the 6 of 75 total paragraphs that 
generated four or more think-aloud comments. Because these high-response-frequency 
paragraphs differed from the others in terms of the quantity of response generated by each, the 
total volume of the students’ responses to them means that comparative analysis of those 
responses accomplishes an analysis of 26% (27/105) of the total student responses. Further, with 
four of these six paragraphs, all student readers made one or more comments, allowing broad 
comparative insight into how these textual moments operated for the students. 
It appears reasonable to treat these high-response-frequency paragraphs as proxies for the 
most potent moments of the literary text, at least within the implemented think-aloud protocol. 
Figure 4 presents the content of each of the six high-response-frequency paragraphs of Home. 
Analysis of the students’ commentaries on these paragraphs suggests varied productive active 
                                                
6 Nevertheless, some limited implications will be suggested below in regard to certain of these 
paragraphs that generated no articulated student responses; they become of particular interest 
when the students’ reading responses are contrasted to those of the teacher. 
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reading strategies, including the ability to work out misunderstandings and confusions for 
oneself and to read the story text not narrowly, but broadly, with appreciation for the value of 
contingent, tentative interpretations. Although the different student readers manifested slightly 













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Variance in Productive Active Reading Response Comments 
The high-response-frequency paragraphs vary widely in their foci: from initial exposition 
(paragraph 1) to high-interest plot developments (paragraph 18) to internal character thought 
(paragraphs 8, 9, 37, and 48). To those who would promote that plot activity is the prime 
motivator for students to read actively, these high-response-frequency paragraphs suggest 
otherwise; the students’ interests were in fact piqued several times by paragraphs with more 
introspection than action. 
Across the foci of these six high-response-frequency paragraphs, students’ response 
comments both varied widely and demonstrated productive active reading. For example, of the 
three students who responded to the first paragraph of Home, both Rick and Randall noted the 
unusual vocabulary, citing “expostulate.” Randall also expressed surprise that the story began 
with dialogue, as he had been told not to do such in his own writing. Yasmin, however, 
articulated an emerging summary of the story, although one not yet clear in her mind: “Yevgeny 
Petrovitch, he, I think he was the one, like, who, like, he just, he’s trying to ignore and cut off, 
cut off all sounds to, someone’s talking to him, when the narrator, I don’t.”7 Yasmin apparently 
believed that Yevgeny is not communicating with someone, when in fact in the story the narrator 
is reporting to Yevgeny on Seryozha’s disinclination to listen to her. 
By paragraph 8, all students were working to articulate emerging understandings of plot, 
setting, and/or theme of Chekhov’s story. Rick’s comments were toward general summary (“So 
it seems like it’s mostly about smoking, all of this.”) and toward general setting understanding 
(“So, judging by how little how they know about smoking, I’m assuming this is pretty far in the 
                                                
7 Here and elsewhere, participant commentary is reproduced verbatim. Although it is the case 
that, for some student participants especially, certain verbalizations such as “like” were general 
speech patterns, at other times hesitations, pauses, and filler words can be productively analyzed 
(Juzwik, Borsheim-Black, Caughlan, & Heintz, 2013, pp. 11-12). 
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past.”). Randall also moved in this paragraph toward a general setting understanding: “I’m gonna 
guess this takes place, like, around World War II?” Yasmin continued to work to summarize the 
story (“So smoking has really changed these kids’ lives, and, from getting the proper education 
they need.”), although her summary was partial in that it linked the lack of education to smoking 
itself, rather than to the discipline some impose for smoking. Yasmin also quoted the last 
sentence of the paragraph as a potential “theme of the story.” Comparatively, Alexis summarized 
the paragraph in a fuller manner: “So he’s kind of explaining it, how, like, this is in the future, 
and he’s remembering how, like, back in the day, if you did smoke, you’d be, like, expelled, and 
gotten in really more trouble, but it doesn’t seem like that’s what’s happening now.” 
 In response to the very next paragraph – the story’s ninth – all students articulated 
emerging summary understandings of the story’s plot, though some with significantly more 
thoroughness than others. Rick moved to a general summary statement (“So he’s kind of 
recalling the past now as he’s thinking about what happened.”), as did Randall (“It’s taken three 
pages already just thinking about, about something.”). Yasmin continued her predilection for 
summary, here picking up on a redundant detail that had first been included in the prior 
paragraph: “A lot of children have been ‘expelled’ from school because of smoking.” Alexis’ 
approach continued to be fuller, though still partial, summary: “He’s kind of explaining, like, the, 
like, the ‘living,’ ‘living organism,’ the; I think he’s explaining, like, people in general, how, 
like, things change, and they kind of go with it, and it could be for good or bad, but, like their 
perspective can change at the same time.” 
 As compared to their responses to paragraphs 8 and 9, most students’ responses to 
paragraph 18 were more focused on characterization. Two student readers responded to 
Yevgeny’s tough remarks to his son (Rick said, “That’s pretty harsh for the father.” and Alexis 
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“That’s kind of harsh. Okay, so they are reacting somewhat badly to this.”), and Randall 
speculated on the names of the father and the son: “They don’t have the same last name. But, 
like, the kid’s last name and the prosecutor’s first name are really similar, so I’m not sure if 
that’s a, just a naming thing in Russia?, or, I think this is in Russia.” 
Interestingly, at this point, Yasmin, continuing her interest in summarizing the 
developing plot of the story, verbalized a kernel of accurate summary: “So this boy that they’re 
saying down here, he, well, his dad doesn’t love him anymore.” Yet this kernel was surrounded 
by both confusion and inaccuracy. The confusion came initially: “So his, so Yevgenitch, his dad, 
I assume, oh wait, no, it’s ‘the prosecutor.’ Hmm.” That comment led into the accurate kernel of 
“his dad doesn’t love him anymore,” so here one sees in action Yasmin’s internal capacity to 
work through ambiguity, in this case the ambiguity of an individual’s being referred to both by 
his name and by his occupation. The inaccuracy came subsequent to the kernel of accurate 
summary: “So this boy that they’re saying down here, he, well, his dad doesn’t love him 
anymore, maybe because, well, I’m not sure, cause up here it says [quoting from paragraph 16], 
‘He was a child whose sex could’ not ‘only have been guessed from his dress,’ so, like, ‘weakly, 
white-faced, and fragile,’ and he’s a, he’s a boy, so maybe he isn’t the typical boy, I’m not sure.” 
On the one hand, Yasmin problematically linked Yevgeny’s anger at his son to his son’s physical 
appearance. Though that appearance is included by Chekhov and can certainly have legitimacy 
in interpretations of the text, there is no connection implied between Seryozha’s appearance and 
Yevgeny’s anger; indeed, the latter is a clear outgrowth of the governess’ report of Seryozha’s 
recent smoking. On the other hand, despite Yasmin’s problematic interpretive move, her 
comments demonstrate legitimate reading strategies of returning to the text for support (though 
 
 116 
her reading mistakenly replaced “only” with “not”) and of considering Seryozha against her 
assumptions of how a “typical boy” should be perceived by others. 
To paragraph 37, substantially later in the story, two of the four students returned to 
summary statements, while the other two moved toward potential thematic implications of the 
text. Rick and Yasmin both provided summary statements, with Rick’s being more general (“So 
it’s kind of giving you some back story now with the, the mother and the family.”) and Yasmin’s 
providing the more specific inference (“His mother also died, the boy’s mother.”). Both Randall 
and Alexis responded to the paragraph’s final sentence, the question “Can they endure the 
parting?” in Seryozha’s mind in reference to those who die. Randall inaccurately inferenced 
“they” as referring to “the things they, they leave behind,” while Alexis accurately inferenced 
“they” with speculation on the possible thematic import of the question: “If, like, if someone, 
like, doesn’t have their property anymore, it might be hard; it seems like it’s more difficult to 
lose something that’s, like, physical and there, than to have, like, a child or something.” 
 Of the three student readers articulating comments to paragraph 48, they ranged from the 
general and structure-based summary of Rick (“He’s thinking to himself more, there’s a 
progression.”) to the more specific and character-based summary of Randall (“It seems like, 
who’s this?, Yevgeny, he seems like his, his absence of a, a wife in raising his son has really, 
really done a huge toll on him, cause he can’t even deal with this right now, he’s, like, racking 
his brains trying to figure out how to talk to him.”8) to the character-based sympathy of Alexis 
(“It seems like he thinks that, he, he’s blaming himself for not being able to talk to his child 
properly and get him to understand what he’s saying, but . . . it, like, it shows, like, he’s seven, 
like, he’s not gonna get this either way.”). 
                                                
8 Randall also credited his “modern English class” for helping him read Yevgeny’s exclamation 
points as the statements “being screamed.” 
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 The importance of the wide variance among these response comments to the high-
response-frequency paragraphs should not be underestimated. First, even when all four student 
readers were responding to the same words, they responded significantly differently, implicating 
vocabulary, plot, setting, theme, and even structure. That was true even at moments in the text 
when one might assume that student response would be rather convergent. For example, at a key 
and especially to modern readers shocking moment of characterization in the story – in 
paragraph 18, where Yevgeny tells Seryozha, “‘I am angry with you, and don’t love you any 
more. I tell you, my boy, I don’t love you, and you are no son of mine’” – although three of the 
four student readers responded in various manners to Yevgeny and his son, the fourth avoided 
direct commentary on characterization in favor of working through a developing summary of the 
plot. In many cases, active reading moves such as these were not only diverse, but also 
productive, and supportive of students’ ongoing reading of the story text. 
Many Misunderstandings and Confusions Worked Out Longitudinally 
 Of concern may be the extent to which the wide variety of active reading response 
comments is a detriment rather an asset. It is clearly the case that isolated moments of response 
illustrated misunderstandings and/or confusions, including Yasmin’s misunderstanding of 
Yevgeny’s communication with others, Randall’s conclusion about the story’s setting, and 
Yasmin’s confusion about whether Yevgeny and the prosecutor are one and the same. Yet one 
must be cautious not to interpret such misunderstandings and confusions for more than they are. 
First, such misunderstandings and confusions, to be verbalized, were not in the zone of such 
complexity that the students couldn’t articulate them at all; that in itself suggests that the 
misunderstandings and confusions could be foundational for productive later interpretive work. 
Additionally, it is also the case, based upon the examples cited above, that misunderstandings 
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and confusions were not fatal in most cases; while “students will work it out for themselves” 
may be a simplistic truism, it is the case here that students were able to move productively 
beyond certain initial misunderstandings and confusions. Below, detailed analysis of Yasmin’s 
reading of Home will conclusively demonstrate such. 
Longitudinal Breadth of Each Student’s Productive Active Reading Response Comments 
 Additionally, each student accessed Home in different ways, with different methods, with 
varying results. Given that each think-aloud participant could linger on each paragraph for as 
long or as short as he or she desired9, the wide variety of active reading response comments takes 
on even more significance: it suggests that these student readers necessarily foregrounded certain 
aspects of the text they read, and backgrounded others, so as not to interrupt the fluency of their 
reading experience. This foregrounding-backgrounding was frequent enough that it led to a 
longitudinal breadth of each reader’s commentary over the course of the think-aloud. 
 As each student commented on something (or some things), he or she did not comment 
on other things; no student commented on everything. Highly significant – and a crucial 
corollary – is that each of these four students – over a period of time – commented on a wide 
variety of aspects of the text, although none of the students accomplished such broad 
commentary at any single moment in time. Take Rick, who dealt with vocabulary, plot, 
characterization, and structure. Or Alexis, who worked with plot, characterization, and theme.10 
And all this in the space of the six high-response-frequency paragraphs. But none of these 
                                                
9 Although each think-aloud experience was timed for later analysis, there was no discerned time 
pressure for a student to finish, and almost all students finished each experience with plenty of 
time to spare (including, in most cases, rereading, to be discussed below). Presumably, if a 
student had wanted to say more about a particular paragraph, that student would have. 
10 Though the terms themselves are employed here for analytical concision, it should be 
remembered that the students made such response moves in natural ways, only rarely naming the 
literary devices themselves. 
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students foregrounded all aspects of the text at all times; presumably any push for them to have 
done so would have interfered with their natural reading fluency, and perhaps caused as well any 
individual aspect of the text to have lost its detailed and nuanced glean once too much was 
forced into the same cognitive picture.  
Because of the longitudinal breadth of each student’s think-aloud commentary, the high-
response-frequency paragraphs suggest the general impossibility of automatically prizing some 
student readings over others at any given textual moment. Take, as a narrow example, the student 
readings of paragraph 9, reproduced here in its entirety: 
The prosecutor remembered two or three boys who had been expelled and their 
subsequent life, and could not help thinking that very often the punishment did a great 
deal more harm than the crime itself. The living organism has the power of rapidly 
adapting itself, growing accustomed and inured to any atmosphere whatever, otherwise 
man would be bound to feel at every moment what an irrational basis there often is 
underlying his rational activity, and how little of established truth and certainty there is 
even in work so responsible and so terrible in its effects as that of the teacher, of the 
lawyer, of the writer. . . .  
 
Rick’s summary of the text – “So he’s kind of recalling the past now as he’s thinking about what 
happened.” – seemed to ignore, at least in explicit articulation, the general thematic import of 
Yevgeny’s contemplation of abstract principles such as “established truth and certainty.” 
Randall’s response was even more vague: “It’s taken three pages already just thinking about, 
about something,” with “something” standing in for anything more specific than could be 
offered, and “three pages” reducing this paragraph of Chekhov’s text to just another elaboration 
on the same topic as prior. No large step would take someone to appreciate Alexis’ fuller “He’s 
kind of explaining, like, the, like, the ‘living,’ ‘living organism,’ the; I think he’s explaining, 
like, people in general, how, like, things change, and they kind of go with it, and it could be for 
good or bad, but, like their perspective can change at the same time.” Not only did Alexis bring 
in detail from the paragraph’s second sentence; to the extent that “their perspective can change at 
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the same time” encompassed an understanding of Yevgeny’s particular plight with his son, her 
comment was more comprehensive of Chekhov’s paragraph as a whole. 
 Evaluation of those student responses in the fashion just described would have merit, but 
only partially, and a merit that fades in value once one considers what Rick and Randall were 
able to do, in comparison to Alexis, moments later. For example, to paragraph 48, Randall’s 
commentary was not only specific, but also comprehensive of several earlier moments in 
Chekhov’s text. “It seems like, who’s this?, Yevgeny, he seems like his, his absence of a, a wife 
in raising his son has really, really done a huge toll on him, cause he can’t even deal with this 
right now, he’s, like, racking his brains trying to figure out how to talk to him.”: this advanced a 
characterization of Yevgeny that incorporated both the passion of this paragraph (“racking his 
brains”) and also the earlier implied plot detail that Seryozha’s mother has died, an absence 
affecting both the boy and his father. Alexis’ “It seems like he thinks that, he, he’s blaming 
himself for not being able to talk to his child properly and get him to understand what he’s 
saying, but . . . it, like, it shows, like, he’s seven, like, he’s not gonna get this either way.” 
represented a legitimate summary of Yevgeny’s tortured mind, as well as a reasonable inference 
that he will not succeed at persuading his son on this topic, but, read in isolation, would seem 
less thorough a reading than Randall’s. One’s in-the-moment and partial response must likely be 
taken for what it is, and not for more: efforts to assess student performance based on single 
textual moments in time may be more limited than one would at first suppose. 
The Value of Perseverance and Tolerance for Contingent, Tentative Interpretations on the 
Part of the Reader 
 In addition to appreciating that student readers respond to a text such as Home in variant 
ways, any one of which we need to appreciate for the foregrounding it achieves, and avoid 
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assessing in its narrowness, it must also be observed that even those readers who struggled in 
their regular English classes ended up reading the story in productive ways. Indeed, the struggle 
itself appears to be significant to the extent that it led certain readers to be particularly 
perseverant and tolerant of the contingency of their tentative interpretations while reading. 
A nuanced way to assess productivity is again via the extent to which misinterpretations 
or partial interpretations get worked out by the student himself or herself as the reading 
progresses. Already we have seen some examples of this in isolated student comments on the 
high-response-frequency paragraphs. One strong example is Yasmin’s response to paragraph 18, 
in which one could hear her thinking unfold: “So his, so Yevgenitch, his dad, I assume, oh wait, 
no, it’s ‘the prosecutor.’ Hmm. So this boy that they’re saying down here, he, well, his dad 
doesn’t love him anymore, maybe because, well, I’m not sure, cause up here it says [quoting 
from paragraph 16], ‘He was a child whose sex could’ not ‘only have been guessed from his 
dress,’ so, like, ‘weakly, white-faced, and fragile,’ and he’s a, he’s a boy, so maybe he isn’t the 
typical boy, I’m not sure.” While it is true that Yasmin’s inference that Yevgeny’s anger is 
linked to his son’s physical appearance has scarce justification in Chekhov’s text, her comment 
was marked by indicators reflective of a mind willing to offer tentative conclusions yet hold 
finality in abeyance. Although Yevgeny Petrovitch, whom Yasmin called here “Yevgenitch,” in 
fact his son’s patronymic, is both “dad” and “prosecutor,” not one or the other, Yasmin’s “So his, 
so Yevgenitch, his dad, I assume, oh wait, no, it’s ‘the prosecutor’” demonstrated her willingness 
to have early assumptions – in this case that Yevgenitch is only the father – unsettled. Later 
hesitations, qualifiers, and repeated phrases in Yasmin’s discourse – “Hmm. . . . well, . . . maybe 
because, well, I’m not sure, . . . he’s a, he’s a . . . , I’m not sure.” – also suggested a reading mind 
open to change; although Yasmin’s conclusion in this paragraph was not ultimately strongly 
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defensible based on Chekhov’s text, the strong inference would be that Yasmin’s openness to 
shifting interpretations allowed and will continue to allow her to adjust her reading of the 
unfolding text. 
 Indeed, as will be illustrated below, Yasmin’s total reading of Chekhov’s story confirmed 
that certain moments of hesitation and even inaccuracy can be productively worked out by the 
individual reader himself or herself. While it is potentially tempting to critique a given comment 
for its insufficiency, superficiality, or even inaccuracy, in fact it was the case with Home that 
students making comments in such realms tended not to have persisted in those realms forever. 
Put otherwise, those students’ “problematic” comments in fact did not prevent them from making 
substantive productive comments elsewhere, and in fact remediating their own problematic 
comments as well. 
Initial Reflections on the Think-Aloud Rereading Protocol as Applied to Home 
Thus, the student readers’ initial reading comments suggested varied productive active 
reading strategies, including the ability to work out misunderstandings and confusions for 
oneself and to read the story text not narrowly, but broadly, with appreciation for the value of 
contingent, tentative interpretations. As mentioned in Chapter III, a rereading protocol was 
serendipitously implemented, analysis of which is able to extend the initial reading analysis. 
Following each of three students’11 final comments on the first reading of the story, I asked, 
“Now having come to the end, let’s just look back and go through a second time, and see if 
there’s anything else you notice the second time, that you’re thinking and doing that you didn’t 
notice the first time, okay?” Although rereading was not a planned design element of the think-
aloud protocol, time allowed for its inclusion, and the benefits were obvious. 
                                                
11 The fourth, Randall, did not complete his initial reading of Home with sufficient time left in 
the period to effectuate a rereading. 
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 The number of comments made by each student during the rereading experience was 
fewer than that student’s numbers of comments during the initial reading experience, but sizable 
nonetheless. Figure 5 demonstrates that, over the 75 paragraphs of the text, the three student 
rereaders made a total of 48 distinct comments, for each a substantive percentage of the student’s 
initial reading comments. 
FIGURE 5 
REREADING COMMENTS ON HOME 
BY EACH STUDENT PARTICIPANT 
Student 
Participant 





as Percentage of 
Initial Reading 
Comments 
Rick 29 14 48 
Yasmin 24 18 75 
Alexis 22 16 73 
  
A time analysis of each student’s rereading experience demonstrates that the rereading 
experience for each was also substantive, with all three students exceeding 50% of the initial 
reading time in rereading, and two students exceeding 80% of the initial reading time in 
rereading, as Figure 6 reveals. 
FIGURE 6 
TOTAL TIME SPENT ON INITIAL READING OF HOME 
COMPARED TO TOTAL TIME SPENT ON REREADING OF HOME 
BY EACH STUDENT PARTICIPANT 
Student 
Participant 
Total Time Spent on 
Rereading of Home 
Total Time Spent on 
Initial Reading of Home 
Total Time Spent on 
Rereading of Home Compared 
to Total Time Spent on Initial 
Reading of Home 
Rick 14:35 17:48 82% 
Yasmin 17:53 21:22 84% 
Alexis 8:51 16:20 54% 
 
  Like their initial reading comments, students’ rereading comments suggested clear 
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ongoing interest, energy, and enthusiasm in the think-aloud protocol. This qualitative excellence 
in performance, as continues to be demonstrated, is ultimately the truest measure of the 
methodology’s validity; however, Appendix F integrates data from students’ rereadings of Home 
to attempt one quantitative demonstration of the methodology’s validity. 
 To at least some extent, differentiation must be made based on whether the reader 
commented during rereading on a paragraph on which he or she did not comment during his or 
her initial reading, or on a paragraph on which he or she did comment during his or her initial 
reading. Each of the three student rereaders did both, as shown in Figure 7. 
FIGURE 7 
TYPES OF REREADING COMMENTS ON HOME 
BY EACH STUDENT PARTICIPANT 
Student 
Participant 
Rereading Comments on Paragraphs 
Not Commented on during Initial 
Reading 
Rereading Comments on Paragraphs 
Commented on during Initial Reading 
# % # % 
Rick 3 21 11 79 
Yasmin 10 56 8 44 
Alexis 8 50 8 50 
 
As shown, Rick’s rereading produced the lowest number of comments on paragraphs on which 
he did not comment during his initial reading. Yasmin and Alexis had a more equitable 
distribution of rereading comments: those on paragraphs on which they had not previously 
commented, and those on paragraphs on which they had previously commented. 
 Analysis below will first examine Rick’s and Alexis’ rereading comments on paragraphs 
on which they did not comment during initial reading. Subsequent analysis will then examine all 
initial reading and rereading comments made by Yasmin. The total analysis of rereading 
comments extends further the analysis of initial think-aloud responses, demonstrating, among 
other things, longitudinal student interest in story coherence, noticing of other important story 
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elements, and thematizing.  
Analysis of Rereading Responses to Paragraphs Not Commented on during Initial Reading  
Although one might hypothesize that a student’s rereading comments on paragraphs he or 
she had not commented on prior would be skewed toward paragraphs early in the story text, 
since the individual would have had the benefit, in rereading, of having read the middle and later 
paragraphs of the story with which those early paragraphs presumably needed to cohere, in fact, 
as Figures 8A, 8B, and 8C represent, each of these student rereaders had as much to say about 
mid-story and late-story paragraphs he or she had not commented on prior as each had to say 












































































































































































































































































































































































































Rick’s and Alexis’ rereading comments on paragraphs on which they did not comment 
during initial reading – three in Rick’s case, eight in Alexis’ case – reveal a longitudinal student 
interest in story coherence. The eleven comments made by Rick and Alexis on paragraphs not 
previously commented on by them were in response to eleven distinct paragraphs, as depicted in 
Figure 9. 
FIGURE 9 
DISTRIBUTION OF REREADING COMMENTS ON PARAGRAPHS NOT COMMENTED 
ON DURING INITIAL READING OF HOME 
 
Paragraph # New Comment Made by Rick New Comment Made by Alexis 
28 x  
29  x 
32  x 
38  x 
40  x 
43  x 
44  x 
47 x  
49 x  
53  x 
62  x 
 
Newly-Articulated Complexities Used to Develop Story Coherence 
 Analysis of the rereading comments of Rick and Alexis illuminates a particularly notable 
feature of the reading experience: the interest students have in story coherence, by which is 
meant, in this context, a version of the story being read that works to bring various story 
elements into coherence with one another: finding connections, resolving apparent incongruities, 
tracing arcs of characterization and plot, and the like. Story coherence develops as one reads, 
such that an early story coherence can and probably will be modified by later story elements. 
Certain story elements may not become part of the story coherence; the degree to which that 
poses problems for student readers varies, as will be demonstrated. Story coherence is a 
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framework constructed by the individual reader; it is not determined by reference to others’ 
interpretations of the text, published or unpublished. 
Both Rick and Alexis, through their comments on paragraphs they had commented on 
during their initial readings, showed a heightened ability to appreciate the complexities of both 
the father, Yevgeny, and the son, Seryozha, as well as nuances of the relationship between the 
two. Rick articulated a new appreciation of the father’s thought development over the course of 
the story after rereading paragraph 28, approximately one-third of the way through the text, in 
which, in the middle of speaking to his son, Yevgeny reflects on his failure to reach him; in 
Rick’s words, “I’m just kind of seeing more like his tries have failed to, to teach his son a lesson, 
but he’s actually, more thinking about it, he’s, like, learning more and more about his son as he 
goes through and teaches him, cause eventually he figures out how to talk to him.” In rereading 
response to paragraph 47, approximately two-thirds of the way through the story, Rick continued 
his new interest in the father’s frustration: “So he’s kind of frustrated with his kid. Even though 
he’s a prosecutor and probably has a way with words, he doesn’t know how to get to his son.” 
Rick’s appreciation that the father’s occupation, though it involves his dealing with others all day 
long, has not prepared him to speak with his child successfully, was an appreciation of both 
nuanced characterization and nuanced plot: the father is simply not able to communicate with his 
child effectively for several paragraphs, and perhaps not even at the story’s end. During initial 
reading, Rick never reached such appreciation for the father’s complex characterization, nor for 
the ebbs and flows of the plot. Two typical initial reading comments for Rick, in response to 
paragraphs 40 and 43, were “So this guy’s trying to talk to his kid, but he’s trying to talk to him 
as an adult, and not really taking any account that the kid’s much younger than to understand 
him.” and “Yeah, it’s kind of continuing on with the kid not paying attention, a little bit 
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repetitive.” Even though the first of those two initial reading comments showed Rick’s 
understanding that Yevgeny’s communication efforts were not effective for his son, the second 
saw repetition in the continued efforts, rather than Rick’s rereading appreciation that the father’s 
frustration develops in many forms. 
Like Rick’s rereading clearly demonstrated a heightened awareness of character and plot 
development over the paragraphs of Chekhov’s story, Alexis’ rereading accomplished similar 
growth, in fact to an even greater degree. Picking up also on Yevgeny’s internal conflict over not 
being able to reach his son, Alexis commented, in response to paragraph 29, “Yeah, it seems like 
the prosecutor guy, he’s kind of like a drone when he talks to other people, but in his head he’s 
more lively, because he, like I said before, he’s just going through the motions, cause he’s, like, 
his job is to go and do this every day.” Alexis’ “like I said before” was an apparent reference 
back to an initial reading comment she had made later in the story, in response to paragraph 45: 
“It seems like this guy’s job is to, like, silence people and stop them from doing bad things, 
cause they always say he’s ‘the prosecutor,’ but then when he’s thinking to himself they use his 
name.” At this rereading point of paragraph 29, then, Alexis had taken her knowledge gained 
from reading the entire text and applied it to an earlier moment that presents Yevgeny, seeking 
coherence in the text that could only be gained from reading the text more than once.  
 While applying principles of coherence to Chekhov’s text, Alexis appreciated in 
rereading that plot developments were subtle but important. Her rereading comment on 
paragraph 38, for example, was “Yeah, and this, this is when he’s [Yevgeny’s] thinking to 
himself again; he’s like Okay, he’s not listening to me, How would I do this differently than I 
normally would?” Two paragraphs later, to paragraph 40, Alexis responded, “Yeah, . . . that’s 
when he decides he needs to do a story, or something like that might be a better way.” The 
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“story” Yevgeny will tell Seryozha will begin some twenty paragraphs later, but Alexis, having 
the knowledge gained from her initial reading, brought coherence to the text in creating a 
structure in which earlier textual moments will connect to later ones.  
 It was not always the case in Alexis’ rereading that paragraphs on which she had not 
previously commented were as explicitly framed in terms of bringing story coherence to earlier 
moments of text. An example of more implicitly developed story coherence came in Alexis’ 
rereading response to paragraph 53, in which Seryozha’s internal thoughts cause him to reflect 
on his son’s unusual artwork. Alexis commented, “And it seems like his son is the one who’s 
giving him the way to think differently, cause the son is always, like, doing his own thing, and 
he’s thinking freely, and he’s, like, realizing this along the way, that, like, Oh, he’s thinking 
differently, he’s thinking more imaginative, it’s, like, a different perspective.” Alexis’ legitimate 
summary of Yevgeny’s thinking at this moment in this text was similar in nature to her initial 
reading comment to a later paragraph – 63 – in which Yevgeny begins telling a story to his son; 
her comment on that paragraph had been “Now it seems like in that society they, like, took apart 
books, like, to, like, more analytical than, or, like, set than imagination that just flows, cause he’s 
just, like, Things like this, it’s set, it’s done, just, it’s random, but, like, he’s, he doesn’t know a 
‘poem’ or a ‘fairy tale,’ which is, like, the modern kind of book; it seems like he’s just saying, 
like, a regular, like, boring kind of story: no imagination, really, is gonna come to it.” 
“[I]magination” became one key idea, it seems, that Alexis brought back with her from her initial 
reading of Chekhov’s text; to the earlier moment when Yevgeny is thinking about his son’s 
artwork, “thinking more imaginative” became associated with Seryozha, who was then set in 
contrast with his father. In this case, then, coherence was brought to the text less explicitly by the 
student reader, but no less importantly. 
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 Rick’s and Alexis’ rereading comments suggest the power of rereading for bringing 
student readers to deeper story coherence, both explicitly and implicitly, via heightened 
awareness of elements of a text including characterization and plot and the nuances of each. 
Certain Gaps in Interpretation Still Obtaining 
It is imperative to note that rereading did not, for Rick, effectuate any total understanding 
of Chekhov’s text, a fact he himself articulated in his rereading response to paragraph 49, a 
moment in the story when Yevgeny reflects on a drawing by Seryozha that does not match his 
vision of reality. Rick commented, in rereading, “Yeah, I’m still confused at this part. I thought 
this would be cleared up at the end of the book, but it doesn’t really seem to happen.” Rick had 
not articulated any confusion at this moment in his initial reading, but his “I’m still confused” 
has significant import, for it raises the specter of how to handle segments of complex text that do 
not generate independent interpretation by students, either on initial reading or on rereading. In 
essence, Rick’s noticing of this important moment was a step in a good direction in that it 
suggested that he would like to try to cohere it with other moments in the story text (“I thought 
this would be cleared up at the end of the book”), but hadn’t yet been able to do so. 
Thus, rereading was certainly productive for both Rick and Alexis in allowing them to 
develop story coherence via newly-articulated complexities, but certain gaps in interpretation did 
still obtain, some articulated, like Rick’s paragraph 49 comment, and others likely not articulated 
either because too complex for the student to articulate orally or because unnoticed in any way 




Extended Analysis of Initial Reading and Rereading Responses of Yasmin 
 The totality of initial reading and rereading comments made by Yasmin extends the 
perceived trends noticed in earlier analysis; in particular, Yasmin worked through initial reading 
and rereading to develop story coherence, notice other important story elements, and thematize. 
 Tenth-grader Yasmin identified herself as someone who liked to read, was a good reader, 
and had improved in reading in recent years. Commenting in writing on her progress, Yasmin 
tied it to getting “better” at “‘picking apart’ text and formulating it into an understanding.” 
Yasmin cited her enjoyment at reading prior literature to gain a “more clear understanding of 
good examples of imagery, omontopia [sic], juxtaposition, etc.,” and believed that “if you keep 
reading the text in which is difficult to comprehend it will help the reader.” Yasmin’s motivation 
to succeed was clear during the think-aloud protocol, which illuminated substantially how 
Yasmin goes about reading a text. 
Initial Reading: Developing Story Coherence 
 Yasmin’s earliest responses to the text were characterized by a groping for meaning 
amidst confusion. This included the accurate early inference (paragraph 3) that the story’s setting 
is “a European country,” and (paragraphs 3 and 8) that smoking has not only been done by 
Seryozha but is common to many children in that setting. As the story progresses and Yevgeny 
begins thinking more of abstractions such as “The living organism,” “light and discursive 
thoughts,” and “people who are forced . . . to think by routine in one direction,” Yasmin 
remarked, “I’m a little confused right now,” but she continued to search for meaning in the story, 
including, when the governess speaks French (paragraph 13), drawing the inference that the 
story’s setting might be France. Earlier was analyzed Yasmin’s detailed working-out of the 
paragraph (18) in which Yevgeny declares his anger toward Seryozha, a moment in which 
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Yasmin accurately noted the withdrawal of the father’s love, but expressed confusion regarding 
the source of the withdrawal. 
 As her initial reading of Home proceeded, Yasmin began to form coherent interpretations 
of the story text, such as deciding at paragraph 24 that “the boy’s name is Seryozha,” a 
significant step given her earlier observation at paragraph 1 that “these names are hard to 
pronounce” and her failure in her commentary to use any proper names prior to the paragraph 24 
remark. At paragraph 34, perhaps confused by Yevgeny’s internal ironic thought “A clever 
teacher, I am!” Yasmin reflected, “I can’t tell if it’s his father or, or a teacher, or a professor, I’m 
not sure.” Seconds later, however, Yasmin added, “Or he’s just teaching his son a lesson, but 
maybe not,” an interpretation that seemed to settle the issue of who is speaking to Seryozha, 
since her subsequent comments consistently referred to father and son. Drawing a legitimate 
inference from the ongoing failed communication between Yevgeny and Seryozha (paragraph 
46), Yasmin commented, “Okay, the father is afraid that his son won’t listen to him, and he 
doesn’t know what to say to him,” and Yasmin accurately noted Seryozha’s eventual 
acquiescence to his father’s goal (paragraph 70): “And the little boy learned a lesson, and he said 
that he wouldn’t smoke anymore.” Thus, Yasmin effected a coherent framing of Chekhov’s 
story, with major characters, essential conflict, and plot resolution all identifiable parts. 
Initial Reading: Noticing of Other Significant Story Elements Not Yet Framed in Story 
Coherence 
 At the same time during her initial reading, Yasmin commented on other aspects of the 
text that were not worked in to a coherent framing of the story, but notable nonetheless. One 
example, as already noted, was Yasmin’s specific accurate inference that paragraph 37 implied 
the prior death of Seryozha’s mother. Yasmin was also unique among student participants in 
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clarifying the importance of the story Yevgeny prepares to tell Seryozha near the text’s end 
(paragraph 63): “So the father is telling his son, he’s telling his son a, well, coming up with a 
story to tell him how, he’s giving him an impression on how to, how to make him a more 
disciplined kid, and such, I think that’s what it’s saying, he’s telling him advice through his 
stories and such.” Although Yasmin in her initial reading did not work either Seryozha’s 
deceased mother or the particulars of Yevgeny’s story into her overall interpretation of the text, 
those moments can be seen as fodder for potential mining later, like Rick’s noticing of the 
apparent importance of Yevgeny’s reflections on Seryozha’s drawing. 
Yasmin’s response to Chekhov’s final paragraph (75) is another good example of a 
primed, but not yet mined, textual moment for Yasmin. In the final paragraph of Home, Chekhov 
returns evocatively via Yevgeny’s inner thoughts to those living above the family who have been 
heard much earlier in the story walking around while others in the building play the piano: “He 
set to work, but lazy, intimate thoughts still strayed through his mind for a good while. Overhead 
the scales could no longer be heard, but the inhabitant of the second storey was still pacing from 
one end of the room to another.” Yasmin’s comment on this paragraph was most likely linked 
only to its first sentence: “So he was still thinking of what he could, what else he could say to 
make a good impression on his son and, yeah, how he could have, how he probably changed his, 
how he changed the little boy’s perception of life, or something.” Yet, even without an 
interpretation that dealt fully with the paragraph’s totality, Yasmin expressed conscious interest 
in a textual moment that would ultimately become fruitful for her in rereading. 
 Other moments of Yasmin’s initial reading commentary on Home were even less 
developed, but clearly responsive to what can be seen as highly significant moments in 
Chekhov’s text. These included Yasmin’s recognition of a series of paragraphs in the middle of 
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the story dealing with art (after paragraph 53, “They’re really focused on drawings in this, the 
past few pages, the previous pages.”) and her expression of a conflict Yevgeny seems to feel 
between the past and the present (after paragraph 58, “Over in this paragraph, the father is, he’s 
thinking to himself of how . . . parents have changed at teaching their children how to grow up 
and develop as a, as a man or. And how much more strict that parents have come and not as, like, 
back as they used to be, and how they need to teach their kids the right, they need to discipline 
their kids.”). These elements of art and past vs. present are legitimately more highly significant 
to fuller appreciations of Chekhov’s story than Yasmin yet appreciated on her own. Yet hers 
were germinal articulations of important reading moves with Home; both the specific 
articulations and the general reading moves themselves would continue to pay dividends to 
Yasmin on her rereading of the story. 
Initial Reading: Thematizing Both Early and Late 
 In some contrast to some theories of reading that would suggest that consideration of 
theme is an interpretive move best, or more appropriately, made once one has settled on an 
overall story coherence and resolution of all story elements into that coherence, Yasmin, in her 
initial reading of Home, engaged in productive thematizing at both early and later moments. 
Yasmin noted explicit potential thematic moments twice during her initial reading of 
Home. After reading the last sentence of paragraph 8 – “This was probably a law of social life: 
the less an evil was understood, the more fiercely and coarsely it was attacked.” – Yasmin quoted 
the words following the colon and said “I’m thinking this might be a theme of the story.” She 
made a similar move, though not one she explicitly linked to “theme,” after reading paragraph 
40: “And I thought it was interesting how down here it says ‘modern teacher, taking his stand on 
logic, tries to make the child form good principles, not from fear, nor from desire for distinction 
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or reward, but consciously.” Yasmin appeared unable to articulate what made that textual 
moment rise in importance for her, but presumably its abstraction suggested somehow to Yasmin 
a thematic import. As with the examples cited earlier, where Yasmin was commenting on 
discrete textual moments that could be fruitful for future mining, these examples of specific 
textual moments that also raise to the surface general thematic import would become significant 
for her in rereading. In addition, they support that the reading process does not progress in a 
linear way, with consideration of theme happening only after all other things have been 
accomplished. 
Rereading: Correcting and Clarifying 
 During her rereading, certain reading moves by Yasmin allowed her to correct earlier 
misinterpretations based on knowledge she had subsequently learned by reading the entire story. 
For example, correcting an earlier, initial reading interpretation (paragraph 15) that “Maybe this 
is in a private school in France, I’m not sure,” Yasmin responded during rereading to the story’s 
very first paragraph: “So it’s not at a school, it’s at this, their house.” She pointed to the second 
sentence of that paragraph, which described a homestead detail that had passed by her on her 
initial reading (“The postman brought the newspaper and two letters.”). Given Yasmin’s earlier 
apprehension about Yevgeny’s seeming to be both father and teacher, this clarification took on 
added significance in helping her build a coherent interpretation of Chekhov’s story. Significant 
too was Yasmin’s paragraph 2 rereading comment that “Yeah, maybe it’s, maybe it’s offensive, 
or it’s not proper to smoke, maybe that’s for the lower, the lower class, cause these people are, 
they seem pretty wealthy as you keep reading.” The apparent specific evidence in paragraph 2 
for Yasmin’s comment on social class is Yevgeny’s doffing his gloves when entering his home 
and the mention of the “governess” (as the speaker of the story’s first paragraph); Yasmin’s 
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specific phrasing that “they seem pretty wealthy as you keep reading” clearly illustrates that, 
while her interpretation was based in part upon this paragraph, since it was verbalized at that 
point during her rereading, it was based also on later details in the story that were then reflected 
back into her rereading. The particulars of the family’s social class are also not insignificant. 
While it would be possible to have an understanding of Home without reference to social class – 
indeed, Yasmin’s initial reading understanding was such an understanding – that the family is 
upper-class could help one in explaining the atmosphere in the home, the disconnect Yevgeny 
feels from his son, and, as Yasmin herself noted, the offense of smoking in general. Like 
Yasmin’s rereading clarification of the particular setting of the story, interpreting this detail 
added coherence and depth to Yasmin’s reading act. 
Rereading: Developing Story Coherence 
 Creating additional coherence to Home appeared to influence many of Yasmin’s 
articulations as her rereading advanced. Thus, though her initial reading of paragraph 18 had 
incorrectly concluded that Yevgeny’s announced anger to his son stemmed from his son’s 
physical appearance, in rereading Yasmin’s articulated interpretation was more coherent with 
other moments in the text: “So his, the dad, the father is trying to scare the son into making him 
realize that smoking is obviously very, a very bad habit.” Shortly thereafter, at paragraph 23, on 
which Yasmin had not commented during her initial reading, she said during her rereading, 
“This, the dad isn’t actually mad with him, like furious, because it said ‘frowning to,’ ‘to 
disguise a smile.’ He loves his kids, he just wants to teach, he wants to teach his son a lesson,” 
which can be seen as Yasmin’s subtle undercutting of her earlier interpretation that Seryozha’s 
anger is more permanently related to his son’s atypicality. 
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 While in her initial reading Yasmin seemed to appreciate the latent power of the story-
within-a-story (in the paragraph 63 comment “So the father is telling his son, he’s telling his son 
a, well, coming up with a story to tell him how, he’s giving him an impression on how to, how to 
make him a more disciplined kid, and such, I think that’s what it’s saying, he’s telling him advice 
through his stories and such.”), in her rereading she noticed the structural move to the story-
within-a-story happening a paragraph earlier (saying, at paragraph 62, “And over here he starts 
telling the boy the story.”), and expanded on her earlier interpretation (now remarking, at 
paragraph 63, “The father intrigues the kid by telling him the story, by improvising, in which he 
knows that his son is very fond of it, to get him, to get the message across to him.”). “[I]ntrigues” 
and “improvising” acknowledged a depth to the paragraph that Yasmin had not earlier 
articulated; her rereading comment, via “he knows that his son is very fond of it,” also usefully 
discerned a characterization of the son and a motivation of the father, both of which had been 
absent from her initial reading. Later in her rereading, Yasmin’s interpretation developed further 
via two responses: the first to harshness in the story Yevgeny tells his son (paragraph 68) – “And 
in order to get the point across he has to scare his son a little bit, but in a way that will help him.” 
– and the second to Yevgeny’s reflections on the art within the story he has told (paragraph 72) – 
“He said it’s not, the father admits that it’s not a good way to tell his son, but it, hmm. He tricked 
his son into telling him.” Neither of these paragraphs was commented on in Yasmin’s initial 
reading, but in her rereading both had substantial value, including their generative potential for 
further work, including how they may build upon other moments Yasmin noticed, such as the 




Rereading: Shifting the Background to the Foreground 
 It is worth remembering that Yasmin’s initial reading did include the legitimate comment 
to paragraph 70 “And the little boy learned a lesson, and he said that he wouldn’t smoke 
anymore.” One might hypothesize that the internal, natural demand for Yasmin to determine the 
outcome of the specific smoking conflict between Yevgeny and his son necessitated the 
backgrounding of relatively less important details, such as those in paragraph 72 regarding 
Yevgeny’s reflections on art. Her rereading move suggests that the foregrounding-
backgrounding process described earlier is flexible, and changes during rereading. Put simply, 
what was successfully foregrounded for earlier interpretive work could be backgrounded now in 
favor of foregrounding other story elements. 
Toward the end of her rereading, Yasmin articulated two comments in response to 
paragraph 74, a paragraph on which she had not commented during her initial reading: “Down 
here he says, ‘“Medicine should be sweet, truth beautiful, and man has had this foolish habit 
since the days of Adam.”’ It, but it’s a ‘“natural”’ thing. / ‘“There are many deceptions and 
delusions in nature that serve a purpose.”’” This style of commenting was similar to Yasmin’s 
rereading comment on paragraph 48, another paragraph she had not commented on during her 
initial reading: “It says down here, he wouldn’t, ‘“If this boy were not my son, but my pupil, or a 
prisoner on his trial, I should not be so cowardly, and my thoughts would not be racing all over 
the place!”’” Though most of these comments on paragraphs 74 and 48 were direct quoting from 
Chekhov’s text, they were similar in nature to Yasmin’s initial reading comments on paragraphs 
8 and 40. One might speculate that, on a future rereading, Yasmin would work into these 
moments of the text in ways similar to how she productively worked into paragraphs 8 and 40 in 
her current rereading. 
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Rereading: Developing Thematizing 
Recall that, during Yasmin’s initial reading of Home, she twice articulated potential 
thematic moments of the text. In her rereading, she commented again on those moments, each 
time bringing additional depth and dimension to the unfolding text. With paragraph 8, Yasmin 
had earlier said, “I’m thinking this might be a theme of the story, ‘the,’ ‘the less an evil was 
understood, the more fierce’ful ‘and coarsely it was attacked.” In her rereading, Yasmin said, 
“This line still, it, it intrigues me cause I’m not, it, ‘the less an evil was understood, the more 
fiercely and coarsely it was attacked,’ meaning [Yasmin subvocalized ‘evil was understood’], 
I’m not quite sure what it means, but you have to attack the problem, the source of the problem 
before it gets even worse?, and since it says ‘a law of social life,’ meaning that it could affect 
how his social life and, yeah, that’s pretty common. I don’t know what I mean by that.” Despite 
her “I don’t know what I mean by that,” Yasmin accomplished legitimate interpretive work here, 
adding an element of thematic meaning she was unable to during her initial reading. Granted, 
“you have to attack the problem, the source of the problem before it gets even worse” does not 
appear clearly a paraphrase of Chekhov’s “the less an evil was understood, the more fiercely and 
coarsely it was attacked”; Chekhov’s statement would seem to be about how we respond to evils 
differentially based on how well we understand them, while Yasmin’s paraphrase added an 
imperative aspect that problems should be attacked rather than avoided, and her subsequent 
comment misinterpreted “social life” (likely due to the colloquial use of the phrase in 2014) as 
referring to Yevgeny’s own social life. Certainly, it would be appropriate to observe that Yasmin 
would need to go further than she currently had in interpreting this thematic moment of the text; 
at the same time, one must recognize Yasmin’s growth since initial reading, a growth that 
legitimately paraphrases “evil” as “problem” and that seems to use “common” as an entry into 
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thematic import that moves beyond Yevgeny’s particulars. In essence, Yasmin grew 
productively in her interpretation of this textual moment since her initial reading, and was 
primed for further growth yet. 
 In her initial reading of Home, Yasmin had abstracted from paragraph 40 also, saying, 
“And I thought it was interesting how down here it says ‘modern teacher, taking his stand on 
logic, tries to make the child form good principles, not from fear, nor from desire for distinction 
or reward, but consciously.” In her rereading, Yasmin said, “He wants to teach his son in a, in a 
form of ‘“conscious”’ness; he doesn’t want to do it through a ‘“reward”’ or ‘“from fear.”’” Here, 
rather than quoting Chekhov’s text without going further, Yasmin used “consciously” to inspire 
her own legitimate plot-based commentary about Yevgeny’s goals for disciplining Seryozha. 
Although Yasmin’s articulation was couched in terms of the story’s characters rather than in 
abstraction, she accomplished strong interpretive work to make that articulation, including 
reading Chekhov’s “the child” as “his son.” Thus, though Yasmin didn’t stay at the abstract 
thematic level of Chekhov’s original sentence, her interpretive work spanned the abstract and the 
particular. 
 Indeed, an interest in spanning the abstract and the particular characterized much of 
Yasmin’s rereading. For example, developing her initial reading response to paragraph 58 
regarding Yevgeny’s thoughts about parental discipline in the past vs. parental discipline in the 
present, Yasmin during rereading quoted an earlier sentence in the paragraph, a clear statement 
that “In old days people were simpler and thought less, and so settled problems boldly. But we 
think too much” precedent to her interpretation: “That’s why he can’t seem to find a way to tell 
his son that smoking is bad.” Compared to her earlier comment on the same paragraph, Yasmin’s 
rereading comment explicitly used textual support for her interpretation, an interpretation that 
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clarifies (via “That’s why”) why such thinking enters Yevgeny’s mind as he struggles to 
discipline Seryozha.  
Rereading: Certain Gaps in Interpretation Still Obtaining 
 Previous analysis notwithstanding, not all moments of rereading can be viewed as 
developing a productive interpretation of Home for Yasmin. To paragraph 30, for example, a 
paragraph in which Yevgeny is trying to explain property rights to his son, and realizing his 
inadequacy, Yasmin commented upon rereading, “Yeah, the son wants his father’s trust, but he 
feels like he won’t, his father is, won’t trust him anymore or won’t love him like he did before he 
started his habit.” During her initial reading, Yasmin did not voice any commentary on this 
paragraph; it was unclear in her rereading responses how Yasmin’s interpretation followed from 
Chekhov’s text given that all sentences in the paragraph are external dialogue from Yevgeny to 
Seryozha, or internal thoughts of Yevgeny. That Yasmin attributed what “the son wants” or 
“feels” to this paragraph may suggest a serious misreading of who is Chekhov’s focus in this 
paragraph. Similarly, whereas in her initial reading Yasmin had not commented on the final 
sentence of the story’s final paragraph, in her rereading she explicitly voiced, “And the last 
sentence means, although he feels it was wrong, but he saved himself from a great deal of 
trouble. Okay.” Since the last sentence is exclusively about other inhabitants of the dwelling who 
had been playing the piano, but aren’t any longer, and who continued to walk around above the 
characters of this text, it is unclear how Yasmin developed an interpretation based on a “he,” 
presumably Yevgeny, who “saved himself” in this text “although he feels it was wrong.” Like 
Yasmin’s comment on paragraph 30, this interpretation may suggest a serious misreading of the 
paragraph’s “the inhabitant of the second storey.” Whether such misreadings would be solved by 
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continued rereadings on Yasmin’s own is debatable, and suggests its own implications for 
classroom practice to be discussed below. 
Analysis of Reading Responses by Teacher 
As noted above, in addition to the five students who read Home via the think-aloud 
protocol, one teacher, Mr. Crighton, engaged in the think-aloud protocol with Chekhov’s story. 
Although the research design did not accommodate additional teacher readings of this story, nor 
of any other, and thus it would be a stretch to compare this study to more thorough expert-novice 
studies, it is the case that the teacher responses to Home are qualitatively illuminating, 
particularly in comparison to the textual moments commented on by students and analyzed 
above. 
Rereading Naturally Integrated into Reading Process 
Mr. Crighton’s reading of Home was distinctive first because the teacher’s reading was in 
significant ways more fluid12 in moving between paragraphs than were any of the students’ 
readings.13 Physically, more often than not, Mr. Crighton would begin reading a page of text to 
then turn back one or more pages to reread segments before continuing. Indeed, Mr. Crighton 
made no articulated comments to me between page 18 of the story text and page 22, the story’s 
                                                
12 “Fluidity” is utilized throughout this analysis to describe physical (fingers and/or eyes) 
movement from one segment of text to a non-consecutive segment. It is distinct from “fluency” 
because “fluidity” makes no claim about the interpretive skill with which the reader connects the 
segments – only the reader’s physical movement between them. 
13 Indeed, the rereading process was initiated for the students in this study because I discovered, 
early on, that students moved linearly through the story without movement back to reread in any 
manner. The only student who ever moved between pages of the text in a non-linear way was 
Randall, who, when asked, articulated that he moved from page 9 of Home back to page 1 in 
order to check a character’s name. Later in his reading of Home, Randall moved from page 19 
back to page 5 to check an earlier time reference in the story, and moved from page 21 back to 
page 11 to confirm that the phrase “something like fear” had been used twice. Besides these 
three instances by Randall, only Mr. Crighton moved fluidly between pages of the story in a non-
linear manner.  
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last page, four pages that took the teacher two and a half minutes to read. Then, he spent an 
additional two and a half minutes returning to the story’s first four pages, commenting on 
connections between the end and the beginning of Chekhov’s text. 
The apparent qualitative effect of Mr. Crighton’s fluid physical movement between, to, 
and from pages of the text was that such fluidity was reflected in the teacher’s interpretive 
commentary. Compared to the student readers’ comments, Mr. Crighton’s comments were less 
explicit in relation to the most recent paragraphs of the text that Mr. Crighton had read; more 
often than did any of the student readers, Mr. Crighton’s comments took into account multiple 
paragraphs of the story text. Additionally, as evidence below demonstrates, Mr. Crighton’s 
comments often included quoted material from non-consecutive text segments14, contributing to 
his higher ability to develop a coherent story interpretation based on diverse textual evidence.  
Noticing More Sophisticated Story Elements, and Noticing Story Elements at More 
Sophisticated Levels 
While Mr. Crighton, like the student readers of Home, used his running think-aloud 
commentary to respond to story moments of key interest to him, he tended to respond to more 
sophisticated text passages than did the students, and also to respond at more sophisticated levels 
to passages that the students responded to in more basic ways. 
It is possible given the think-aloud protocol, of course, that students noticed elements of 
paragraphs that were so complex that the students could not articulate thoughts or feelings about 
them. In certain cases, Mr. Crighton did articulate comments on such paragraphs. The teacher’s 
first comment on the story, for example, focused on the “clipped, almost dispassionate tone” of 
the governess in speaking to Yevgeny. Mr. Crighton contrasted that with what he viewed as the 
                                                
14 “Text segment” is utilized throughout this analysis to refer to a bounded moment of the larger 
text; it does not have a defined length except that it is shorter relatively than the larger total text. 
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“disapprov[ing]” tone of Yevgeny in speaking to this individual in “a service position”: these 
comments implicating social class were in some ways similar to Yasmin’s rereading comment, in 
response to the same paragraphs, that interpreted the family as being “pretty wealthy.” Though 
Mr. Crighton in his initial reading was in the same realm as Yasmin in her rereading, one might 
determine him to be at a more sophisticated level in distinguishing the governess from the social 
world of Yevgeny and his son. 
More often than not, Mr. Crighton noticed in Home the same passages of complexity as 
did the student readers, but his comments on those passages were at more sophisticated levels. 
For example, Mr. Crighton brought into story coherence an interpretation of one particular text 
segment that differed in interpretive content quite substantially from the interpretive content of 
the student readers’ comments on the same text segment. To appreciate fully the qualitative 
difference, Chekhov’s paragraph 37 is here quoted in full: 
Seryozha leaned his elbows on the edge of the table again, and sank into thought. 
His white face wore a fixed expression, as though he were listening or following a train 
of thought of his own; distress and something like fear came into his big staring eyes. He 
was most likely thinking now of death, which had so lately carried off his mother and 
Uncle Ignat. Death carries mothers and uncles off to the other world, while their children 
and violins remain upon the earth. The dead live somewhere in the sky beside the stars, 
and look down from there upon the earth. Can they endure the parting?  
 
Immediately prior to this paragraph, Yevgeny had included in his lecture to Seryozha about 
smoking a link between smoking and the disease of consumption, noting that “Uncle Ignat died 
of consumption.” That had caused Seryozha to sigh and recollect Uncle Ignat’s wonderful violin 
playing. In this paragraph 37, Seryozha continues thinking, with the narrator commenting on his 
facial expression and surmising that it reflects Seryozha’s thinking about death. Here is the first 
implication that Seryozha’s mother has died, and the final question about the extent to which the 
dead cope with being apart from the living. As noted above, all four student readers commented 
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on this paragraph, with two providing forms of summary (Rick’s “back story now with the, the 
mother and the family” and Yasmin’s “His mother also died, the boy’s mother.”), and two 
moving to speculate on potential thematic implications of the text (Randall’s “I’m gonna assume 
that ‘they’ is, like, the things they, they leave behind.” And Alexis’ “If, like, if someone, like, 
doesn’t have their property anymore, it might be hard; it seems like it’s more difficult to lose 
something that’s, like, physical and there, than to have, like, a child or something.”). Despite 
their differences in commentary, all of the four student readers appeared to take the narration at 
its face value, apparently unconcerned about its source. Yasmin’s and Randall’s comments were 
not framed by reference to the specific narrator here, and Rick’s and Alexis’ comments 
presumed simple narration, Rick using “it” to say “So it’s kind of giving you some back story 
now . . .” and Alexis using “he” without antecedent to say “Yeah, he’s saying, like, ‘Can they 
endure the parting?’ If, like, if someone, like, doesn’t have their property anymore . . . .” 
 By contrast, Mr. Crighton’s comment implied that he saw inherent complexity in the 
narration of Chekhov’s paragraph 37: “So obviously he’s a single father, which is something that 
I sort of assumed based on, you know, the governess’ report and his role in all of this, but it’s 
interesting how he sees his son follow a train of thought of his own: ‘distress and something like 
fear’ in ‘his big staring eyes. He was most likely’ ‘now’ ‘thinking’ ‘of death,’ which is an 
assumption on his part, and not the child’s actual thoughts, and then ‘Death carries mothers and 
uncles off’ in’to the other world’ seems like really, maybe, Bykovsky’s thoughts himself that 
he’s projecting onto the child, cause he even says, ‘“He’s not listening to me.”’ ‘“What”’ do 
‘“I”’ ‘“say to him?”’” Rather than ignore who is narrating paragraph 37, or assume that it is 
simply an omniscient third-person narrator, Mr. Crighton read paragraph 37 as the internal 
thoughts not of Seryozha, but of Bykovsky appropriating them to Seryozha. Under that 
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interpretation, Seryozha’s facial expression would not be narrated by the third-person narrator, 
but by Seryozha’s father, as would Seryozha’s thoughts about death and the dead, his mother 
included. Mr. Crighton’s final textual support for this interpretation – “‘“He’s not listening to 
me.”’ ‘“What”’ do ‘“I”’ ‘“say to him?”’” – came from the subsequent paragraph 38, but here Mr. 
Crighton used a broad span of Chekhov’s story to appropriate an artistic nuance to the 
presentation of paragraph 37. The interpretation is defensible when paragraph 37 is read in the 
larger context of surrounding paragraphs, which present Yevgeny’s tortured thoughts upon 
realizing that his communication efforts with his son are failing. Notably, however, that Mr. 
Crighton was at the level of considering this paragraph 37 as narrated in a complex manner by 
Yevgeny through the thoughts of his son differentiates Mr. Crighton quite substantially from any 
of the student readers, who made various legitimate responses to the paragraph, but none at this 
level of narrative voice. 
Mr. Crighton also paid attention to stylistic nuance by the story’s author, achieving such 
insight while maintaining an articulated overall story coherence. For example, noticing that 
Chekhov refers to Yevgeny at certain moments by his occupation, Mr. Crighton connected that 
to the diction employed by Yevgeny in paragraph 40 when he reflects to himself on modern 
methods of discipline. First, Mr. Crighton noticed the term “prosecutor” and employed it himself 
in his commentary; second, he employed that diction choice by Chekhov to explore how varied 
presentations of Yevgeny’s words mirror his different audiences: “Again, he’s a prosecutor: ‘The 
prosecutor got up and walked about the study.’ It’s almost like he’s sort of thinking in the 
moment and course-correcting as he tries to relate to the child. / His tone here, now that he’s 
stood up and he’s the prosecutor, is definitely, well, not his tone, but his diction, is definitely 
more elevated. His audience doesn’t seem to be the same: you know, he’s going from [quoting 
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from paragraph 34, two pages earlier] ‘“That’s very bad. Though I smoke it does not follow that 
you may. I smoke and”’ ‘“that is stupid, I blame myself,”’ and it’s almost like he’s talking to 
himself [now quoting from paragraph 40]: ‘“The modern teacher, taking his stand on”’ his ‘“his 
logic, tries to make the child form good principles, not from fear,”’ so that internal monologue 
has returned and is now being spoken aloud.” Of course, Mr. Crighton used the literary terms 
“tone” and “diction,” which distinguished him from all student readers; more importantly, 
though, he was observing subtleties in Chekhov’s style and beginning, through the final 
quotation from the story, to connect those subtleties to potential important thematic implications. 
Such a response was quite qualitatively different from responses to the same paragraph by 
student readers. For example, Rick, though responding to the same paragraph in both his initial 
reading and in his rereading, stayed at a level that did not implicate Chekhov’s style nor how 
Yevgeny’s diction changes for potential thematic effect. Rick’s initial reading response was “So 
this guy’s trying to talk to his kid, but he’s trying to talk to him as an adult, and not really taking 
into account that the kid’s much younger than to understand him,” and his rereading response 
was “Yeah, it’s just, really, each page is kind of giving a different attempt at the father trying to 
teach his son a lesson, different ways.” Though Rick’s rereading response can be seen as a 
productive integration of this moment in the story into a larger structural framework, ultimately 
his “each page is kind of giving a different attempt . . .” subsumes stylistic difference in the 
effort to develop story coherence, a move avoided by Mr. Crighton. 
Developing More Subtle, Nuanced, Complex, and Thorough Story Coherence 
 Mr. Crighton, like the student readers, sought and developed story coherence, although 
his commentary revealed a stronger propensity to recognize subtleties, nuances, and complexities 
in elements of the story, as well as to join diverse moments of the text toward a more thorough 
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story coherence. As discussed prior, Mr. Crighton’s reading of the story was more fluid, and to 
some degree this likely affected his ability to join in commentary text segments that were not 
consecutive. However, it is also likely that Mr. Crighton’s interest in joining diverse text 
segments was the cause of his fluid reading: in other words, it is not simple to isolate cause and 
effect between more fluid reading and increased coherence-seeking between diverse text 
segments. 
 Likely because Mr. Crighton’s work toward story coherence brought together more 
diverse text segments, it also accommodated more textual nuance within the articulated 
coherence. In other words, Mr. Crighton’s coherence articulations were at more complex levels 
than were the coherence articulations of the student readers. The teacher’s first comments in this 
realm were in response to paragraph 8: “[H]e’s a prosecutor, his job is to, you know, indict 
people and put them on trial, but his attitude about the justice of, you know, punishing what he 
sees as a minor infraction like smoking seems wrongheaded to him, which is sort of complex, 
you know, or there’s a certain irony in his role and his attitude about how children are unfairly 
punished, or how crimes like smoking that have, you know, unknown sinfulness of harm.” Mr. 
Crighton’s comments came closest, perhaps, to those of Alexis to the same paragraph in her 
initial reading (“So he’s kind of explaining it, how, like, this is in the future, and he’s 
remembering how, like, back in the day, if you did smoke, you’d be, like, expelled, and gotten in 
really more trouble, but it doesn’t seem like that’s what’s happening now.”), but clearly focused 
more immediately on the internal conflict in Yevgeny’s mind, connecting that to a sense of irony 
when comparing Yevgeny’s occupation to his core beliefs.  
 Continuing with the story’s next two paragraphs, 9 and 10, Mr. Crighton moved his 
paragraph 8 interpretation into a fuller exploration of Yevgeny’s internal thinking, utilizing 
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discrete words from Chekhov’s text for support: “[S]o there’s a sort of contrast there in the 
expectations and the fact that he doesn’t see punishment of a crime as effective or even sensible 
in a world where he doesn’t see, as it says here, ‘truth’ or ‘certainty’ in roles like ‘teacher,’ 
‘lawyer,’ or ‘writer.’” / “[T]here’s a sort of depth to his consideration of some very big ideas, but 
he finds ‘solace’ in ‘private’ ‘free’ ‘thinking,’ which makes me think that his interior life is very 
different than his exterior?, in how he doesn’t, apparently, put as much weight into it.”  
 Mr. Crighton’s movement toward story coherence allowed him to accommodate 
paragraph 18, which had troubled Yasmin until her rereading. Crighton commented both on 
paragraph 18 and the paragraph preceding it: 
I mean, this is funny: obviously the children love their father, he doesn’t have a sort of 
punishing or intimidating presence; they’re happy to see him and yet, he’s considered 
what he has to say. The child walks in and “kiss[es]” him “rapid[ly],” so there’s no, that’s 
not even a fear or even a moment’s hesitation that he might be in trouble, even though 
I’m sure the governess says so. “‘Excuse me, Sergey,’” “answered the prosecutor,” so 
obviously this is a man who performs or assumes a different kind of affect depending on 
the situation or feels that there’s a certain way he must behave. “‘I am angry with you, 
and don’t love you any more. I tell you, my boy, I don’t love you, and you are no son of 
mine.’” I’m assuming, based on what I know of the character, that that is playful?, or he’s 
being facetious? 
 
Here we see not only that Mr. Crighton appreciated the paradox between how Seryozha 
embraces his father and how Yevgeny lectures him; we see also that Mr. Crighton, through the 
alternate possibilities of “funny,” “playful,” and “facetious,” worked to develop a story 
understanding that built upon Yevgeny’s earlier internal angst when including the next plot 
development regarding the father speaking to his son about smoking. Seven paragraphs later, 
when Yevgeny continues speaking harshly to his son, Mr. Crighton remarked, “I mean, I’m 
reading the tone here as, you know, he’s being facetious in his, you know, examination of the 
boy, and it kind of mimics, maybe, a courthouse scene where he’s prosecuting his own child for 
these crimes.” Thus, “facetious” was the operative tone word settled upon by the teacher that 
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allowed him to cohere the latest developments with his prior articulations of the significance of 
the father’s occupational role for the story. 
 A brief two paragraphs – sixteen total words – later, however, Mr. Crighton reconsidered 
his prior interpretation. Quoting the entirety of paragraph 27, Mr. Crighton expressed, “I mean, 
he seems at ‘“What more am I to say to him!”’ he seems at a loss for how to discipline this child, 
and so, maybe this isn’t facetious, and maybe he’s just not very good at playing the heavy, 
especially given his ideas about crime and punishment.” Thus, Mr. Crighton’s moves toward 
story coherence were not just about searching for new plot or character details that aligned with 
his earlier interpretations; his moves allowed for new interpretations to be added, teased, and 
potentially rejected based on conflicting or paradoxical evidence. Two paragraphs later, reading 
how Seryozha misinterprets his father’s references to property that has passed between them, the 
teacher noted, “There’s a kind of simple confidence to the boy’s logic that is throwing him off; 
it’s funny.” That articulation provided a relevant motivation for Yevgeny’s tortured current state: 
not only his own inadequacies, but also his son’s lack of seriousness on matters of traditional 
importance. 
 However, later in Chekhov’s story, Mr. Crighton expressed latent concern about how his 
overall understanding of the story could accommodate the ongoing struggle of Yevgeny to 
communicate with Seryozha. Noticing in paragraphs 42 and 43 Seryozha’s chatter about various 
household events of the day, Mr. Crighton commented, “I don’t know, I mean: in reporting what 
happened in the day, the boy is just confirming the father’s suspicion and fear that he’s not 
getting through to him, or that he’s saying the wrong thing . . . .” One paragraph later, he 
continued: “But what’s really troubling is that the boy ‘“has his own train of thoughts,”’ and 
earlier he [Yevgeny] had tried to sort of guess or project what the boy was thinking, and this 
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follows his own admission that thinking can often be a [quoting from paragraph 10] ‘solace,’ 
‘light and discursive thoughts,’ but to realize that his son ‘“has his own train of thought”’ and 
that to reach him, to understand him, they need to sort of find a common ground, and he doesn’t 
think he can do that in the way that a mother could.” The teacher’s commentary here suggested 
his understanding of the necessity of expanding his earlier interpretation of the story to embrace 
the new story details that suggest that Yevgeny may actually be coming to appreciate some of the 
ways in which his son thinks. Mr. Crighton’s “I don’t know” and “But what’s really troubling” 
seem in this context direct expressions of his own interpretive shifting, ultimately advancing into 
a broader and deeper story coherence. 
 By the conclusion of paragraph 45, Mr. Crighton’s new, fuller story interpretation was 
taking hold, bolstered by words and phrases he chose from Chekhov’s paragraph: “And of 
course, now he says that he’s ‘at a’ ‘complete[]’ ‘loss.’ The prosecutor, ‘who spent’ ‘his life in 
the practice of reducing people to silence, forestalling what they had to say,’ ‘was’ ‘at a’ 
‘complete[]’ ‘loss and did not know what to say to the boy,’ so there’s this alienation between 
the two that obviously makes him feel somewhat helpless.” The teacher’s use of “prosecutor” to 
refer to Yevgeny hearkened back to his earlier comments exploring the importance to the story 
of a whole of Yevgeny’s occupation, the teacher’s conclusion “so there’s this alienation between 
the two” was a more encompassing statement of character relations, and the teacher’s “somewhat 
helpless” recognized complexity even in Yevgeny’s current internal state. 
All three components demonstrated significant qualitative differences from student 
readers responding to the same moments in Chekhov’s text. Rick, in his initial reading of 
paragraph 44, only articulated “Now it’s getting to another climax; something’s happening,” and 
Alexis, while noting the repetition of Yevgeny’s occupational role in her initial reading of 
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paragraph 44, did not go any further to connect that back to the ongoing conflict between 
Yevgeny and his son: “It seems like this guy’s job is to, like, silence people and stop them from 
doing bad things, cause they always say he’s ‘the prosecutor,’ but then when he’s thinking to 
himself they use his name, so, and he was just, like, he ‘spent his life in the practice of reducing 
people to silence.’” In his rereading of paragraph 44, Rick commented, “Yeah, and this is really 
him finding out that his son’s different, and he has to cope with his son’s different ‘“train of 
thought,”’” a response that, while a demonstrable expansion of Rick’s initial reading response, 
did not reveal an appreciation of the complexity of the gap that Yevgeny has come to realize 
exists between himself and his son. Alexis’ rereading comment based on paragraph 44 was more 
vague yet: “Yeah, and then the prosecutor is realizing, Oh, ‘“[h]e has his own train of thought,”’ 
he’s not listening.” 
Subsequently, as Chekhov presents another moment of conversation between Yevgeny 
and his son, a moment in which Yevgeny insists upon Seryozha’s “‘word of honour,’” a phrase 
that Seryozha “carolled” back to his father, Mr. Crighton responded by characterizing this 
moment as one in an “embarrassing series of attempts by the father to, I don’t know, make his 
somewhat mature world view and phrases like ‘word of honour,’ which don’t really mean much 
to a seven-year-old, somehow stick.” After quoting directly from paragraph 48, the teacher 
continued, “So, I don’t know, it makes me think of that governess’ opening speech, which seems 
to lack any kind of emotion, it was just a report; if he were maybe, if he maybe had that kind of 
relationship, his thoughts, this second-guessing, this course-correcting, his wondering about his 
son’s inner thoughts, might not ‘“complicate[] the question,”’ and so of course he loves the boy, 
which is something that they did explicitly here, and it may be evident in his desperate attempt to 
be a good father, but not as explicit.” Mr. Crighton therefore brought story coherence to this 
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moment of the text by connecting it back to his reading of significantly earlier moments in the 
story, and also by inferring that a particular character motivation of Yevgeny may be “evident . . 
. , but not . . . explicit.” In this manner, Yevgeny’s continuing struggle to communicate 
effectively with his son makes much sense: since Yevgeny loves Seryozha deeply, the particular 
issue of smoking has brought up much more important issues related to life and relationships, 
and he desires to deal with those issues even as his attempts fail and he finds himself questioning 
the very nature of moral judgment. 
Ultimately, after several minutes of silent reading of the last four pages of the story, then 
silent rereading of the first three pages of the story, Mr. Crighton spent six minutes articulating 
an extensive uninterrupted story coherence. Figure 10 reproduces in the left column Mr. 
Crighton’s words, and presents in the right column my running analysis in italics. Mr. Crighton’s 







MR. CRIGHTON’S RUNNING COMMENTARY ON THE LAST FOUR PAGES OF HOME, 
WITH RUNNING RESEARCHER ANALYSIS 
 
The end, when he [Yevgeny] does 
successfully sort of impress upon the boy 
the error of smoking, or why he shouldn’t do 
it, even though at the start of the story he 
thinks that it’s an “evil” that’s not really 
“understood,” and “less” understood evils 
are “more fiercely and coarsely” “attacked,” 
the fact that he’s able to impress upon his 
son, you know, this lesson that he’s been, 
you, trying to impart, unsuccessfully 
throughout most of the story, . . .  
 
 
. . . in a hastily-imposed fairy tale which, 
before we even read, he discredits as a 
bunch of improvised “nonsense,” something 
“impromptu” and “random” and not 
“plan[ned]” and not logically ordered, as an 
example of another sort of universal truth 
that, you know, we take our “‘pills,’” they 
have to be candy-coated, and that we 
understand things when they, hard truths,  
Mr. Crighton recognized the resolution of 
the particular plot between Yevgeny and 
Seryozha vis-à-vis smoking, suggesting the 
teacher’s sense of (in “does successfully” 
and “even though”) of surprise that Yevgeny 
has pursued the moral lesson despite his 
own previous articulation, in the passages 
the teacher quoted from page 3 of the story, 
that tough moral lessons are often about 
topics least understood. 
 
 
In a continuous sentence suggesting his 
ability to cohere otherwise disparate 
elements of the story, Mr. Crighton 
described the paradox in Yevgeny’s earlier 
(page 19) dismissal of artistic means of truth 
even as he presents a fairy tale with a moral 
lesson to his son; the teacher continued to 
cite relevant evidence from the text. (Even 
though Mr. Crighton believed he was  
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when they are “‘gilded,’” I forget the exact 
phrase. . . . 
 
. . . It almost makes you consider the author 
for the first time, and not just the character, 
because it seems to be a consideration of 
the, the importance of narrative and 
storytelling. So I’m kind of wondering, the 
reason I went back, is if you could look at 
the structure of the story as also sort of 
improvised, and if that sort of contains the 
theme or moral that the reader is meant to 
extrapolate. If it is about artistry, which is, 
he equates “writer[s]” with “teacher[s]” and 
prosecutors, . . . 
 
[flips from page three through successive 
pages while speaking] . . . and there’s this 
divide that he can’t bridge throughout the 
whole story. He’s trying to think of the right 
thing to say, and punishes himself for saying 
the wrong thing; he throws his hands up at 
the fact that his son has his own thoughts  
misquoting the story, he was not.) 
 
 
Mr. Crighton’s expressed coherence 
between the artistic form of the moral lesson 
presented by Yevgeny caused him to wonder 
aloud about Chekhov himself and his story’s 
“structure” and style. Citing words from the 
earlier (page 4) sentence that aligns 
“teacher,” “lawyer,” and “writer,” Mr. 
Crighton insightfully queried the potential 
relationship between Chekhov’s character 




With his physical fluidity through the text 
underscoring his interpretive fluency, Mr. 
Crighton returned to the particulars of 
Yevgeny, working to describe the plot 
development of Chekhov’s text, using 
“bridge” and “barriers” as metaphorical 
representations of the movement of the 
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and that there’s something a mother can do 
that a father necessarily can’t. So there are 
all these barriers that are bridged by the 
story in the end. I’m mixing my metaphors – 
bridge, a barrier – but you know what I 
mean. . . . 
 
[lingers on page 19] . . . “the simpler and” 
“less ingenious the plot, the stronger the 
impression it made on the child.” [turns to 
page 21] “The ending struck” “Petrovitch as 
absurd and naïve, but the” “story made an 
intense impression on Seryozha. Again his 
eyes were clouded by mournfulness and 
something like fear;” “he looked pensively 
at the dark window, shuddered, and said, in 
a sinking voice.” [turns to page 22] “‘They 
would tell me it was the influence of beauty, 
artistic form,’ he meditated. ‘It may be so, 
but that’s no comfort. It’s not the right way, 
all the same. . . . Why must morality and 
truth never be offered in their crude form, 
but only with embellishments, sweetened  
story. The teacher appreciated the variety of 
sub-conflicts in the story, including 
Yevgeny’s own thoughts, Seryozha’s 




The teacher’s citing of direct evidence from 
later pages in the text suggests his grappling 
with text moments that he had not yet 
worked fully into a vision of story coherence 
for Home. Notably, Mr. Crighton omitted 
quoting the lines that specifically reference 
the resolution of the specific smoking plot, 
the lines in which Seryozha declares his 
permanent disavowal of tobacco and then 
leaves his father for the night. Rather, 
including some evidence he had cited just 
moments earlier, Mr. Crighton stressed 
those lines in which the author focuses on 
Yevgeny’s reflections about art. Then, 
connecting Chekhov’s writing to artistry, 
Mr. Crighton justified (“The, the reason why  
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and gilded like pills? It’s not normal. . . . It’s 
falsification . . . deception . . .’” and 
“‘tricks.’” I don’t know. The, the reason 
why I’m thinking of the author is cause he’s 
obviously an artist, and the whole thing is, I 
mean, the, the main character is frustrated 
by the fact that people say “‘beauty’” and 
“‘artist[ry]’” has some sort of, facilitates 
logic in a way that is “abnormal,” and is 
“‘deception,’” is “‘tricks.’” And he, he 
characterizes his own “thoughts” as “lazy” 
and “intimate”; . . . 
 
[turns back to page 3] . . . it’s like back to 
the, back to that paragraph where it seemed 
like he was considering, you know, some 
pretty deep questions about, you know, 
morals and ethics and culture and the nature 
of “social life,” it’s almost like the, the 
character himself has been conditioned to 
alienate himself from appreciating beauty or 
sloppiness or, or simplicity and 
improvisation and so . . . 
I’m thinking of the author is . . .”) his 
interest in what might be Chekhov’s broader 
thematic implications via Yevgeny’s final 
moments in the text. Whether Mr. Crighton’s 
“abnormal” was a quoted reference – 
perhaps subconscious – back to Yevgeny’s 
earlier thought about his son (page 17) is 
unknown, but the remainder of the quoted 
words came clearly from page 22 as the 




Appreciating that Yevgeny’s ponderings 
have occurred elsewhere in the text, Mr. 
Crighton returned to page 3 specifically, 
speculating that it may be interpreted, in 
retrospect, as the early establishment of 
Yevgeny’s character propensities (“has been 
conditioned to alienate himself”).  
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[turns to page 22] . . . “He set to work, but 
lazy, intimate thoughts still strayed through 
his mind for a good while. Overhead the 
scales could no longer be heard, but the 
inhabitant of the second storey was still 
pacing from one” “room to another,” and 
that pacing might be the isolation of 
everyone in their own minds and thoughts, 
either being “light and discursive” in your 
own estimation or liberating and, and 
clarifying in the way that they are for his 
young son. 
Now moving back to the story’s final page, 
Mr. Crighton quoted nearly the entire final 
paragraph, then elaborated on a potential 
broader reading of “pacing” that could 
encompass “everyone.” The teacher’s final 
phrasing of a binary (“either being ‘light 
and discursive’” [a phrase from page 4 that 
the teacher had already discussed after 
paragraph 43 in terms of his evolving 
interpretation of the text] “or liberating 
and, and clarifying” does not necessarily 
suggest finality of interpretation of the story 
text. While Mr. Crighton aligned the first 
option with Yevgeny, and the second with 
Seryozha, the interpretation is left with 
“everyone,” presumably, having either 
possibility open for pursuit in “pacing.” The 
suggestion, at least by Mr. Crighton at 
present, is that Chekhov leaves open and 
ultimately unsettled the thematic 
implications of the story. One can only 
speculate whether continued reading of the  
 
 162 








 Thus concluded Mr. Crighton’s search for and articulation of story coherence to Home, 
with these final six moments of speech indicative of his continued interest in, and capacity for, 
bringing together disparate and non-consecutive textual elements in increasingly deep and 
nuanced ways. Mr. Crighton’s final think-aloud comments, leaving open further interpretive 
possibilities, were consistent with the final thread of his commentary that will be explored 
below: a productive ability to deal with and explore passages incongruous and non-coherent with 
his developing interpretation of the text. 
 It is worth observing first that Mr. Crighton’s handling of the final pages of text – both in 
themselves and in reference to other segments of the text – was significantly different from the 
handling of those pages by any of the student readers. In terms of successfully dealing with the 
complexity of the story’s final pages, those readers seemed to range in capacity from Rick to 
Alexis, although even Alexis’ responses paled in complexity, nuance, and depth when compared 
to Mr. Crighton’s. 
Rick, for example, facing in his initial reading the moment when Yevgeny starts telling a 
story to Seryozha, commented, “Well the, it’s kind of just showing, I, I mean, I don’t even know 
what’s happening right now, he’s just telling a story, it seems to get away from the plot, I can’t 
even describe a distinctive plot right now.” Two pages later, at the end of the story, Rick reduced 
the plot to “Now he’s trying to teach a lesson, I guess, at the end; I’m not really picking up on 
it.” During his rereading, Rick presented a fuller interpretation of the fairy-tale story: “Yeah, the 
story kind of incorporates everything the guy’s learned throughout the whole book, and is just 
translating it into something that will get through to his child.” Though rereading these later text 
moments was obviously productive for Rick, it simplified Yevgeny’s fairy-tale story by ignoring 
any of its nuances or its relationships to broader, abstract ideas such as the nature of art. 
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As discussed above, Yasmin’s rereading of the last few pages of Home produced fuller 
comments for her than did her initial reading of those pages. Appreciating in her rereading the 
complexity of Yevgeny’s story to his son, Yasmin concluded, “And in order to get the point 
across he has to scare his son a little bit, but in a way that will help him.” (to paragraph 68) and 
“He said it’s not, the father admits that it’s not a good way to tell his son, but it, hmm. He tricked 
his son into telling him.” (to paragraph 72). Yasmin’s rereading comments were stronger than 
Rick’s in that they suggested her very emergent understanding that Chekhov has in his text 
complicated simple storytelling, such that Yevgeny’s story problematically implicates art at the 
same time it serves to close the particular conflict now between his son and him. However, 
Yasmin’s conclusions were not as strong in their recognition of nuances as even Randall’s or 
Alexis’ were. 
Compared to Yasmin’s, Randall’s comments on the text’s final pages placed the nuances 
of Yevgeny’s story in the broader context of Yevgeny’s thoughts throughout the entire text. In 
his initial (and only) reading, Randall noted Yevgeny’s hesitation in the middle of telling the 
story to Seryozha: “In the middle of [page 20], when he says, ‘“Well, what next?”’ I’m, I’m not 
sure, yeah, cause, like, there, and, like, a few sentence up, a few sentences up, when he says, 
‘“Yes,”’ like, he’s, like coaxing himself along as he’s trying to make this up.” Randall later 
began an interpretation based on what he sensed as the paradox of Yevgeny’s behavior: “Yeah, I 
think it’s cause the story is, like, so incredibly harsh that it kind of contradicts, I think, like, what 
he was saying earlier about he can’t teach the kid by, or, no, that was the modern, the modern 
teacher?, is that what he referred to it as? I think so. Wait, the modern teacher doesn’t teach by 
fear or something else, but it seems like he’s trying to teach by fear now.” Randall’s 
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interpretation seems the beginning of an integration of the particulars of Yevgeny’s struggles and 
the abstractions Chekhov presents about modern discipline. 
Finally, Alexis, also apparently appreciating the impact of telling the fairy-tale story on 
Yevgeny, showed the capacity to contrast in some detail Yevgeny’s current attitude with his 
attitude earlier in the text, although she was just beginning to articulate how those attitudes 
contrasted and the impact of art on Yevgeny’s change: “Well, it kind of seems like he’s been 
trying to figure out, like, what happened before in life, cause he’s like Oh, I learned this ‘from 
fables, novels,’ and ‘poems,’ and he’s actually thinking, when earlier he was just like Thinking is 
not, like, a normal thing to do, but he’s, like, trying to figure out what it is and, like, what it was 
like back then, it’s just, like, boring, like, following every rule.” In her rereading, Alexis 
concluded by saying, “Yeah, with, during this whole story he kind of seems like he’s comparing 
his daily life, like, at the court or whatever, to what’s happening now with the son, how it’s 
different, like, how the son’s, like, not listening to him, and how it’s, like, a different perspective 
completely.” That articulation was more concise and clear in capturing the contrast between 
Yevgeny the prosecutor and Yevgeny the father, but did not bring art into the interpretation, a 
suggestion that to do so at the current point was beyond Alexis’ cognitive capacity, at least as 
elicited via the think-aloud methodology. 
That Rick, Yasmin, Randall, and Alexis coped with the complexities of the final pages of 
Home in the varying ways they did is a recognition of what has been advanced above in terms of 
the productive things readers can do with complex texts, as well in terms of the productive value 
of rereading complex texts. At the same time, the gap even still between any of these student 
readers’ readings and Mr. Crighton’s reading is significant, with major implications for 
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secondary English language arts classrooms, in which teachers like Mr. Crighton and students 
like Rick, Yasmin, Randall, and Alexis participate in daily discourse around texts. 
Deeper and More Sustained Noticing of Other Significant Story Elements Not Yet Framed 
in Story Coherence 
A fourth, final quality characterized Mr. Crighton’s reading of Chekhov’s Home: a 
stronger capacity than the student readers to cope with text segments that did not integrate well 
with his developing coherent understanding of the story. This can be phrased as a stronger ability 
to – via the story coherence principle already discussed – manage a developing big picture of the 
story text while still exploring small details that don’t seem to fit into that big picture. It can also 
be phrased as an appreciation of, and tolerance for, ambiguity at the macro level: though the 
purposes of certain individual text moments may be quite unclear, those moments can still be 
productively entertained in interpretation. 
Paragraph 11 is one such text moment: the narrator presents for the first time an 
individual pacing on the floor above the family, and the piano player one floor higher still, 
linking both in this paragraph to “a drowsiness that disposed to lazy reveries.” No student readers 
commented on these individuals either in their initial readings or in their rereadings, despite that 
by the time of the rereadings the students had read the story’s final paragraph, which returned to 
these individuals, explaining that the piano player had ceased his scales while the floor-pacer 
continued. Mr. Crighton, however, noticed these new individuals upon his first reading of 
paragraph 11: “I mean, I’m wondering who this ‘man overhead’ is, is it the governor? The 
children are . . . ‘Overhead, on the second storey, someone was’ pacing ‘up and down, and on the 
floor above that four hands were playing scales.’ So this is an apartment building? Did they say 
that?” Though Mr. Crighton did not articulate any further developed understanding of this 
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moment, including its potential link to the mood of the story at this point, his noticing of the 
newly-introduced characters would be a potent germ for later interpretive moves connecting this 
moment with his coherent understanding of the text as a whole. One could surmise that, for the 
student readers, articulating even an initial commentary about these new characters would have 
been more complex than their think-aloud readings could have accommodated. 
 A similar moment demonstrating Mr. Crighton’s ability to balance his desire for story 
coherence with an interest in apparently quite incoherent story segments seemed based upon his 
recognition of Chekhov’s early physical description in paragraph 16 of Seryozha as “limp like a 
hot-house plant, [with] everything about him . . . extraordinarily soft and tender.” Of the student 
readers, only Yasmin responded to this description, with the dubious interpretation that an 
aversion to his son’s physical appearance motivated Yevgeny’s subsequent expression of anger 
to him. Mr. Crighton did not comment on paragraph 16 when he read it in sequence, but referred 
to it later in commenting on paragraph 53, in which Yevgeny is considering children in general, 
and the “abnormal[ity]” of his son in particular, especially where artistic expression is 
concerned. Paragraph 53 had proven complicated for the student readers. Rick, in his initial 
reading, commented, “Just kind of, I’m kind of wondering what’s happening; they’re going off a 
little bit from the plot, and describing other things that don’t really make sense.” and in his 
rereading, the more specific “So he’s kind of more understanding his child’s mind here, and kind 
of getting a better sense for who he is.” Yasmin had in her initial reading summarized paragraph 
53 generally with other pages surrounding it: “They’re really focused on drawings in this, the 
past few pages, the previous pages.” Randall and Alexis had both appreciated a more general 
level of importance to the text segment, Randall, in his initial reading, having called “harsh” 
Yevgeny’s comparison of children to “savages,” and Alexis, in her rereading, having said “And 
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it seems like his son is the one who’s giving him the way to think differently, cause the son is 
always, like, doing his own thing, and he’s thinking freely, and he’s, like, realizing this along the 
way, that, like, Oh, he’s thinking differently, he’s thinking more imaginative, it’s, like, a 
different perspective.” Alexis’ commentary on paragraph 53 was the most thorough, but paled in 
comparison to Mr. Crighton’s response, which began by hearkening back to the paragraph 16 
physical description of Seryozha: 
I don’t know: the boy is “tender,” he’s somewhat androgynous: is what troubles 
Petrovitch something larger than his inability to relate to any child, but this child in 
particular? He seems troubled by the fact that someone might consider him “abnormal” in 
the fact that he doesn’t really have a regard for proportion or perspective, that is, his 
world view is somewhat unrestricted by the laws of logic and reason. I mean, he’s got 
synesthesia, it seems, and “L” is always “yellow,” “M” is always “red,” and if that’s the 
case then he actually does have a somewhat rare way of thinking, not just for a seven-
year-old boy, but for anyone. 
 
Here, Mr. Crighton obviously went further than did any of the students in bringing in specific 
textual details related to the revelation that Seryozha, in Chekhov’s words, “represent[s] in 
pencil, not only objects, but even his sensations.” As importantly, Mr. Crighton also articulated 
in detail feelings about a story moment that did not clearly cohere with his story interpretation to 
that point. Asking whether Chekhov’s intention is more about the general children or the 
particular Seryozha is the beginning of Mr. Crighton’s speculation that Seryozha may stand not 
(just) for children, but for people in general. Mr. Crighton’s comment was not resolved; “any 
child,” “this child in particular,” “a seven-year-old boy,” and “anyone” put several possibilities 
on the table, Mr. Crighton appreciating their incongruity and willing to tolerate a lack of 
integration as he expressed various possibilities. 
 In sum, Mr. Crighton’s reading practices, with Home, were similar in key ways to the 
reading practices of the student readers. In four main ways his behavior differed: (1) his reading 
process naturally integrated rereading; (2) he noticed more sophisticated story elements, as well 
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as story elements at more sophisticated levels: (3) he developed more subtle, nuanced, complex, 
and thorough story coherence; and (4) he engaged in deeper and more sustained noticing of other 
significant story elements not yet framed in his developing story coherence. These qualitative 
differences were almost certainly linked to the much more sustained practice Mr. Crighton had 
had, first as a student and then as a teacher, reading and responding to complex texts. Yes, that 
made him on the one hand the expert, and them the novices. Yet, besides the more natural 
integration of rereading into the reading process, Mr. Crighton’s reading behaviors demonstrated 
differences of degree. 
Teacher Consideration of Students as Readers of Home 
Asked what he hoped his student readers would find noteworthy about Home, Mr. 
Crighton pointed to elements of the text that they did, indeed, find noteworthy: “I would hope 
that they would try to make sense of the character’s internal monologue as the real, as the real 
source of their understanding about the character. . . . I would hope that they would see that 
things like referring to him as ‘the prosecutor’ at certain points, you know, is a choice. And I 
would hope that they would arrive at a question, if not an understanding, about storytelling and 
art, versus logic and reason, as some sort of area that’s worth discussing.” 
To his comments about what he hoped his students would find noteworthy about 
Chekhov’s story, Mr. Crighton added several latent concerns about what else might happen 
during their reading: “I hope that they wouldn’t get, they tend to look, they tend to look at 
conflict or, or the exchange; I think that they would probably, they would probably be curious 
about the child, not as, sort of, a way to understand the father, but they would wonder what was 
wrong with the child, they would, they would fixate a lot on the child’s quirks and eccentricities, 
in a way that might distract them from what I think is the larger point. I think that they might get 
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stuck in that corner, cause they tend to be distracted by things that seem abnormal or unusual. 
And I would hope that they would get past the names.” In fact, Mr. Crighton’s concerns were for 
the main unrealized in the students’ responses. Students may well have been interested in 
Seryozha’s oddities, but they did not obsess over them, and even the Russian names, beyond 
being mentioned for their unusual nature, did not impede students’ higher-level responses. 
Later, asked about his perception of the difficulty of Home, Mr. Crighton predicted what 
his students would be able to demonstrate: “I do think that if I asked them to read this 
independently, that it would be difficult for them to get past the kind of simplest reading of it, 
which is father tells story, you know, son finally gets it. . . . Would they recognize that this story 
is in some ways similar to the fairy tale at the end, or would they even bother to debate or 
question that? No, I don’t think that they would get to that level, I don’t think that they would 
consider the artist.” His conclusion: “I think I would have to lead them to that kind of 
consideration, I think.” Despite Mr. Crighton’s concerns, each of his students was able to 
independently read Home in meaningful ways. True, not every student at every moment with 
precise articulation was able to achieve Mr. Crighton’s desire, and absolutely his reading was 
more capable in several ways. However, the gap between Mr. Crighton and his students was less 
cavernous than predicted, at least as demonstrated via the think-aloud reading and rereading 
protocols. 
Tentative Conclusions 
Yasmin’s answer to “What’s your overall sense of this text?” – “It was very interesting” 
– highlights the role of student motivation in reading complex literary texts. That motivation 
enabled, for Yasmin and her peers, several productive things to happen in their readings of 
Home. Although varied in their approaches as well as their particular comments, the five students 
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all demonstrated the capacity to work longitudinally toward a story coherence that included 
several key story elements, and toward active noticing of other key story elements that weren’t 
(yet) accommodated by that story coherence. Rereading as well as initial reading was productive 
on several levels and at several moments; although their teacher’s reading of the text was deeper, 
subtler, and more thorough, it operationalized many of the same reading strategies as the 
students’ readings did.  
 To derive pedagogical implications from this analysis would be appealing, and to some 
degree legitimate. Yet there would also be a prematurity to such eagerness. Yasmin’s assertion 
that Chekhov’s text was “very interesting” bears its own analysis. Although the think-aloud 
responses of students and teacher to Chekhov’s Home demonstrated productive reading of a 
complex text that rewarded the students for their perseverance, such productive reading did not 
obtain for all short story texts in this study. Indeed, by comparison with the two other stories 
read, Home appeared to be a more accessible complex text. The following two chapters present 
variance in think-aloud response patterns, and then, extrapolating from student data, possible 
explanations based on features of text complexity. In that analysis, the students’ readings and the 
texts themselves become bases for inquiry. Pedagogical implications will thus be held in 
temporary abeyance until fuller analyses of both readers and texts have been accomplished.
 
172 
V – “LIKE YODA AND STUFF”: EDGAR ALLAN POE’S THE CASK OF AMONTILLADO 
AND BREAKDOWNS IN READING OF A COMPLEX TEXT 
 In the sequence of think-aloud protocols, Edgar Allan Poe’s The Cask of Amontillado was 
read prior to Anton Chekhov’s Home, with a gap of one to two weeks between the readings. 
During conversation after her reading of Home, Alexis was asked about the differences she 
perceived between the texts. Her answer was candid and revealing: speaking of Poe’s story, 
Alexis recalled, “Everything was odd, and the wording kind of seemed, honestly, like Star Wars, 
cause it was like Yoda and stuff.” Although not reducible entirely to the text’s “wording,” the 
think-aloud responses of the student readers to The Cask of Amontillado demonstrated many 
more breakdowns in the reading of a complex literary text, most apparently because of sustained 
tone and character complexity. Because of significant overlap between the readers of The Cask 
of Amontillado and the readers of Home, the results gain even greater significance. 
 Seven students read Poe’s The Cask of Amontillado via the think-aloud protocol 
described above, the same think-aloud protocol utilized for Chekhov’s Home. For the entire text 
of Poe’s story, see Appendix C. Relevant segments for analysis are presented in context below. 
   As shown in Figure 11, in terms of words and pages of chunked text, Poe’s The Cask of 
Amontillado was approximately two-thirds the length of Chekhov’s Home, although, due largely 





LENGTH OF THE CASK OF AMONTILLADO 
COMPARED TO THE LENGTH OF HOME 
 
Length 
attribute The Cask of Amontillado Home 
Length of The Cask 
of Amontillado 
Compared to Length 
of Home 
# of words 2,353 3,588 66% 
# of 
paragraphs 89 75 119% 
# of pages of 
chunked text 16 22 73% 
 
One might hypothesize that the shorter length of Poe’s text, in addition to the more frequent 
paragraph breaks, indicating more extended dialogue and suggesting more frequent sub-division 
of topic(s), idea(s), and/or event(s), would enable greater student facility of response. In fact, 
however, students universally experienced more problems with the complexities of Poe’s text as 
compared to the complexities of Chekhov’s. 
 At what one might call its basic level, Poe’s story, written in 1846, brings the reader into 
a narration of a past experience in which the narrator exacted slow and torturous revenge on one 
Fortunato, who does not doubt the narrator’s good intentions until quite near the end, when the 
narrator is sealing Fortunato up with masonry in catacombs beneath the earth. The narrator’s 
reflections on his long-ago deed do not venture into regret, but instead present in vivid detail the 
irony of the long trustworthiness of Fortunato against the pre-planned vengeance of the narrator, 
as well as the agony of Fortunato’s eventual realization of his enemy’s scheme. As with Home, 
traditional quantitative measures, like those shown in Figure 12, fail to account for the 
complexity of The Cask of Amontillado, in fact to an even greater degree underestimating the 





QUANTITATIVE READING MEASUREMENTS OF THE CASK OF AMONTILLADO 
AND THOSE OF HOME 
 Home The Cask of Amontillado 
Flesch-Kincaid Score 6.8 4.3 
Lexile Score 1210 830 
 
As with Home, the CCSS, from the outset, have recognized the inadequacy of quantitative 
measures, listing The Cask of Amontillado as one of the short story text exemplars for the band 
beginning at grade 11. Given the substance of research participants’ readings of The Cask of 
Amontillado, the CCSS placement seems wise, although such discrepancy exists between the 
student readings of Home and the student readings of The Cask of Amontillado that thoughtful 
analysis of, and differentiation between, the complexity of the two texts is required. 
Initial Reflections on the Think-Aloud Reading Protocol as Applied to 
The Cask of Amontillado 
As explored with Home, the designed and implemented think-aloud protocol generated 
significant commentary from all participants, including the five student participants whose 
responses will be analyzed here.1 As shown in Figure 13, over the 89 paragraphs of the text, the 
five student readers made a total of 154 comments. 
  
                                                
1 One of the student participants, Brennen, read this story as well as the other stories at a much 
slower rate than that of any of his peers and did not come close to finishing reading Poe’s text; as 
in the analysis of Home, his responses are therefore not analyzed here. Another student 
participant – Griffin – revealed after beginning the protocol that he had read the story in a 
different school two years prior, and recounted the basic plot; since his background knowledge 
therefore differed substantially from that of the other student participants, his responses are also 




INITIAL READING COMMENTS ON THE CASK OF AMONTILLADO 
BY EACH STUDENT PARTICIPANT 







Four of the five students read both Home and The Cask of Amontillado. Comparing the number 
of comments each of those students made to each of the two stories demonstrates that, with the 
clear exception of Alexis, students did not make significantly more comments with one story or 
the other, as shown in Figure 14. 
FIGURE 14 
INITIAL READING COMMENTS ON THE CASK OF AMONTILLADO 
COMPARED TO INITIAL READING COMMENTS ON HOME 










Initial Reading Comments on 
The Cask of Amontillado 
Compared to Initial Reading 
Comments on Home 
Rick 28 29 97% 
Yasmin 26 24 108% 
Randall 27 30 90% 
Alexis 32 22 145% 
  
Qualitatively, like their initial reading and rereading responses to Home, students’ 
response comments to The Cask of Amontillado suggested clear ongoing interest, energy, and 
enthusiasm in the think-aloud protocol. This qualitative excellence in performance, as continues 
to be demonstrated, is ultimately the truest measure of the methodology’s validity; however, 
Appendix F integrates data from students’ readings of The Cask of Amontillado to attempt one 
quantitative demonstration of the methodology’s validity. 
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An additional data point arises from the differential reading times taken by the four 
student readers who responded to both short stories. Recall that the think-aloud protocol 
directions included “[D]on’t worry about the time.” All students spent notably less time in their 
initial reading of The Cask of Amontillado than in their initial reading of Home. Given that Poe’s 
text, as noted above, had 65% the number of words as Chekhov’s text did, students’ reading 
times as shown in Figure 15 are unsurprising, and confirm students’ general engagement in the 
reading task. 
FIGURE 15 
TOTAL TIME SPENT ON INITIAL READING OF THE CASK OF AMONTILLADO 
COMPARED TO TOTAL TIME SPENT ON INITIAL READING OF HOME 
BY EACH STUDENT PARTICIPANT 
Student 
Participant 
Total Time Spent 
on Initial Reading 
of The Cask of 
Amontillado 
Total Time Spent 
on Initial Reading 
of Home 
Total Time Spent on Initial 
Reading of The Cask of 
Amontillado Compared to 
Total Time Spent on Initial 
Reading of Home 
Rick 14:12 17:48 80% 
Yasmin 17:23 21:22 81% 
Randall 18:41 33:07 56% 
Alexis 12:12 16:20 75% 
 
Given this general engagement of students in the reading of The Cask of Amontillado, the 
significant problems students faced in reading Poe’s text become even more significant: though 
they moved smoothly through the pages of the story, their actual readings were, page by page, 
increasingly compromised.  
Analysis of Reading Responses to High-Response-Frequency Paragraphs 
Because many of Poe’s paragraphs advance extended dialogue, there are significantly 





SINGLE-SENTENCE PARAGRAPHS IN THE CASK OF AMONTILLADO 
AND IN HOME 
 The Cask of Amontillado Home 
# % # % 
single-sentence paragraphs 48 54% 24 32% 
 
Despite that differential, the response distribution of the 155 comments by the five student 
readers to the 89 paragraphs of Poe’s The Cask of Amontillado was similar to the response 
distribution for Chekhov’s Home, as shown in Figure 17. A similar number of paragraphs 
received no comments at all, and a similar number of comments were made to what have been 
termed high-response-frequency paragraphs. 
FIGURE 17 
FREQUENCY OF COMMENTS PER PARAGRAPH WITH THE CASK OF AMONTILLADO 
AND FREQUENCY OF COMMENTS PER PARAGRAPH WITH HOME 
 
# of Comments Made 
per Paragraph 
# of Paragraphs with The Cask 
of Amontillado # of Paragraphs with Home 
0 35 30  
1 18 13 
2 12 13 
3 8 13 
4 9 5 
5 3 0 
6 1 0 
7 1 1 
8 0 0 
9 0 0 
10 0 0 
11 1 0 
12 0 0 
13 1 0 
 
As with Home, little can be concluded about the specific content of the sizable number of 
paragraphs – 30 of 89 total – that did not generate any student comments. Comparative analysis 
will focus on the 7 of 89 total paragraphs that generated five or more think-aloud comments and 
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that can be seen as proxies for the most potent moments of the literary text, at least within the 
implemented think-aloud methodology. Analysis of those responses will accomplish analysis of 
59% (52/89) of the total student responses. Further, with four of these seven paragraphs, all 
student readers made one or more comments, allowing broad comparative insight into how these 
textual moments operated for them. Figure 18 presents the content of each of the seven high-
response-frequency paragraphs of The Cask of Amontillado. Analysis of the students’ 
commentaries on these paragraphs suggests a slow degrading of story coherence for these 
readers when faced with the tone complexity of Poe’s text. Since three pairs (1 & 2, 3 & 4, and 
77 & 78) of these seven paragraphs represent adjacent paragraphs on the same pages of text, and 
appreciating that response commentary on one paragraph may inform response commentary on a 























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Paragraphs 1 & 2: Noticing Story Elements to Begin to Develop Story Coherence 
 The earliest paragraphs of The Cask of Amontillado, while challenging the five student 
readers, did not pose the problems that later paragraphs did. Indeed, given that the five students 
made eighteen comments on the first two paragraphs of text, they were clearly engaged by the 
think-aloud methodology and actively reading. Four of the five students ended up making more 
comments in response to paragraph 1 than they did in response to any subsequent paragraph of 
the story. 
 In the first two paragraphs of Poe’s story, all five students noticed important story 
elements to begin to develop story coherence. Two of the five students responded to the first, but 
not the second, paragraph of Poe’s story, both noticing unusual aspects of the author’s style. The 
author’s opening sentence2, with its inverted structure placing the direct object first, seemed to 
attract Rick’s interest: “The first thought, it’s a little bit different, you have to read, the first 
sentence is a little, kind of, choppy.” Rick also commented on the unusual by contemporary 
standards style of the paragraph’s complex third sentence3, likely due to both “a point definitely” 
and “settled” being objects of “was,” and the “with which it was resolved” also a structure rarely 
encountered by modern tenth-graders: “Yeah, it’s still kind of choppy. You can tell it’s a little 
antiquated because it’s very, I don’t know, not the way I would write.” 
 Yasmin, in response to the first paragraph, after verbalizing her evaluation of the text’s 
difficulty – “I can already tell this is a hard read” – observed that “redress” is written in three 
forms (“unredressed,” “redresser,” “unredressed”) in the first paragraph’s final two sentences. 
                                                
2 “The thousand injuries of Fortunato I had borne as I best could, but when he ventured upon 
insult I vowed revenge.” 
3 “At length I would be avenged; this was a point definitely, settled – but the very definitiveness 
with which it was resolved precluded the idea of risk.” 
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Likely, none of the three “redress” forms was familiar to Yasmin, and their confluence may thus 
have been particularly stymying. (Rick had commented on this text feature as well: “I’m, I’m 
tripping up on one word, really, right now . . . : ‘unredressed.’”)  
 The other three students, responding to both the first and the second paragraphs of Poe’s 
story, demonstrated legitimate active reading with productive consequences and anticipated 
further productive benefits. Randall, like Rick and Yasmin, noticed unusual traits of Poe’s 
writing in paragraph 1, asking me to confirm his pronunciation of “definitiveness” in paragraph 
1, and then, in response to paragraph 2, articulating the newness of “wont” for him, and his 
working assumption “that it means the same thing as, as ‘w-a-n-t.’” However, in paragraph 2 
Randall asked me also for confirmation of his understanding of Fortunato as “a person”; I did not 
answer, but by the very beginning of paragraph 3 (after Poe’s phrasing “He had a weak point – 
this Fortunato”) Randall assured himself with “Yup, it’s definitely a person,” identification of a 
main character an obvious important foundation for any later framing of a coherent story plot. 
 Beyond noticing unusual aspects of Poe’s writing and identifying the major named 
character of the text, Alexis worked in the first two paragraphs to summarize the opening plot: 
first, after sentence 1, “So something bad must have happened”; next, after sentence 2, “I’m 
gonna assume like the second sentence is saying, like, if you knew ‘my soul’ you wouldn’t, like, 
think that, but there is a ‘threat’”; and, after the whole first paragraph, “Like, the rest of them 
kind of seem like he’s saying, like, this world isn’t good and, like, it’s kind of bad and he needs 
to, like, fix it, a little bit.” The value of these first-paragraph comments was threefold: they 
picked up (presumably via “The thousand injuries of Fortunato I had borne”) on the dark 
backdrop of the text; they noticed “threat,” a potential tone word of the paragraph, though Alexis 
presented it as an occurrence for the narrator, whereas he implicitly claims exactly the opposite; 
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and they characterized the narrator as attributing to himself a general interest in righting the 
world. Although at this point Alexis’ comments didn’t specify Fortunato or even revenge, she 
did move to such a pertinent association following paragraph 2: “Seems like he’s, like, he has, 
like, a boss or something.” Her “he” was apparently in reference to the narrator, and his smiling 
at Fortunato while concealing great disdain, a façade any employee has likely enacted more than 
once, and an attitude that could have later brought Alexis into the essential conflict of Poe’s 
story. 
Gabby’s comments while reading the first two paragraphs of Poe’s story began to 
summarize in even more specific productive ways the developing plot: after sentence 4 of 
paragraph 1, “So this main character seems really furious and angry at, at whatever, I guess, 
caused him to want to get revenge,” and, after all of paragraph 1, “So, yeah, once again he 
doesn’t want to, like, he doesn’t not only want to ‘punish,’ but ‘punish with impunity,’ I think, 
and he just seems, whatever what happened was very bad, affected him greatly.” Gabby’s 
quoting of Poe’s words suggested her interpretive working-out in process: although there was no 
concrete evidence that she could yet paraphrase “punish with impunity,” her own words 
“whatever what happened was very bad, affected him greatly” suggested that she was picking up 
on the general import of Poe’s opening sentences and thus a defensible, even if subconscious, 
understanding of that particular phrase. Gabby’s interpretive moves were more notable because 
of two earlier comments: she had verbalized, after reading the story’s title, “Well, I don’t even 
know what the title means, so,” and, after the story’s very first sentence, “Well, I can already tell 
this is a complicated read.” Despite her own sense of the story’s complexity, however, Gabby’s 
reading moved at this point in clear productive dimensions.  
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Gabby’s productive interpretive efforts continued; in paragraph 2, she made the following 
two remarks, the first after the paragraph’s first sentence, the second after the paragraph’s second 
and final sentence: 
1. “Fortunato. Is that the, is that the bad guy? I don’t really know.” 
2. “So he smiles at him to kind of disguise his anger, cause he didn’t know it was 
coming, his enemy.” 
Even though Poe introduces Fortunato as the antagonist in the first paragraph, Gabby was still 
unsure about that at the beginning of the second paragraph. The “his enemy” in Gabby’s second 
comment here suggests that the text’s internal redundancy helped her answer her own question 
about Fortunato’s character, at least as perceived by the narrator. The relationship between the 
narrator and Fortunato is a key aspect of Poe’s plot, and Gabby’s apparent appreciation of that 
relationship at this early point in the story had the potential to frame later story events quite 
productively. 
Paragraphs 3 & 4: Evidence of Rapidly Diminishing Clarity in the Wake of Irony  
After paragraph 1, paragraph 3 produced the next highest number of student responses: 
the five students profiled here made a total of eleven comments during or at the conclusion of the 
story’s third paragraph. Paragraph 4 generated five responses, those coming from three of the 
five student readers. As irony began building in Poe’s text, the clarity of some students’ readings 
began diminishing rapidly, particularly in regard to the relationship between the narrator and 
Fortunato. 
In paragraphs 3 and 4, Poe begins to present ironically the relationship between the 
narrator and Fortunato as the men meet for the first time in the context of the story. Rick and 
Randall exhibited less evidence of diminishing clarity than did their peers. Rick continued in 
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paragraph 3 to express concerns with Poe’s style (“So it’s a little all, all over the place right now, 
I’m just trying to take in as much information as I can and later make sense of it.”), and Randall 
first confirmed in paragraph 3 that Fortunato is “definitely a person,” then laughed twice in 
paragraph 3; asked by me to indicate what inspired his laughter, Randall pointed to “For their 
most part their enthusiasm is adopted to suit the time and opportunity.” The particular source of 
Randall’s emoting was not clear, but could have been a natural response to Poe’s suggestion that 
many Italians are imposters toward others, as it were, and could have been foundational in 
developing Randall’s understanding of the narrator’s judgmental character.  
Alexis’, Yasmin’s, and Gabby’s comments in response to paragraphs 3 and 4 more 
specifically evidenced their developing interpretations of the text; only in Gabby’s case was 
there evidence of a developing productive story coherence, despite the active reading strategies 
employed by all three. 
While Alexis did not focus in her commentary on Fortunato in paragraph 3, she 
confirmed the story’s setting with “Okay, so they’re Italian” halfway through the paragraph and 
near the conclusion of the paragraph said, “Seems like they have, like, different personalities for 
different points in, like, time.” Alexis’ “they” apparently referred to the narrator and Fortunato, 
unifying them in a dual trait of being “different” in “different” contexts. Though not specific, nor 
distinguishing between the narrator and Fortunato in regard to the identified trait of 
“differen[ce],” Alexis’ interest could have laid the groundwork for her later appreciation of the 
story’s developing animus between the two. At the particular moment of paragraph 4, however, 
Alexis decided to dismiss an opportunity to interpret disdain of Fortunato from the narrator. 
Expressing in response to paragraph 4 confusion about why Fortunato wears a “dress,” Alexis 
diminished the importance of that detail to the story as a whole, not considering that the 
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narrator’s presentation of Fortunato might be intentionally comical: “Well, it doesn’t seem like 
he thinks that’s weird, so I guess that’s normal in their time, or wherever this is?” Thus, Alexis 
remained, at least in her think-aloud commentary, at the level of treating Fortunato and the 
narrator as similar in their interest, a unity that could have posed problems for any later story 
coherence, since the antagonism between Fortunato and the narrator forms the basis for much of 
the subsequent plot of the text. 
Yasmin also settled in these paragraphs on a problematic interpretation of the relationship 
between Fortunato and the narrator. First, she made two remarks in response to paragraph 3, the 
first a character response qualitatively different from anything she had verbalized in response to 
paragraphs 1 or 2: “The character Fortu, Fortunato might be, he could be a hero, or, or an enemy, 
I’m not sure.” Yasmin’s second paragraph 3 comment noted the comparison the narrator draws 
between himself and Fortunato: “So whoever this person is telling this story, is comparing 
himself to Fortunato or whatever his name is, and this is over here, towards the end of this 
paragraph.” By paragraph 4, responding to the narrator’s warm greeting of Fortunato, Yasmin 
concluded, “The writer looked up to Fortunato and, hmm, this last sentence is a little confusing. I 
don’t know if he met him, or did something that made him feel closer to him, or, I’m not sure.” 
Notably, despite Yasmin’s lack of clarity about how the narrator “compare[s] himself to 
Fortunato,” and her self-professed confusion about exactly what transpires between the narrator 
and Fortunato, she was unfortunately settled by the end of the page in her statement that the 
narrator admired Fortunato, missing the irony of the warm greeting. 
Of the five student readers, Gabby’s handling of paragraphs 3 and 4 was the most specific 
and the most potentially productive in terms of future story coherence. Gabby’s interest in 
summarizing the story’s developing plot, and related characterization, continued with paragraph 
 
187 
3, including the generalizing “He seems to know a lot about Fortunato,” the hesitating “I guess 
they’re in Italy. Maybe not,” and the specific yet partial “I guess Fortunato knows a lot about 
wine.” At the end of paragraph 4, she added, “So it’s really Fortunato – I don’t know if I’m even 
pronouncing it right – is drunk, I think.” Although Gabby’s remarks did not reveal whether she 
grasped the complexity of the relationship being expressed by the narrator between himself and 
Fortunato, her remarks did demonstrate some important things: that the narrator is 
knowledgeable about Fortunato; that Italy has some connection, current or not, to the characters; 
and that Fortunato has a knowledgeable – over-knowledgeable, in fact – relationship to wine. 
Though her comments were tentative (“He seems,” “I guess,” “I guess,” “I think”) as well as 
ultimately partial, all could have become building blocks for productive future story coherence, 
particularly given the later role of wine in motivating the narrator’s persuasion of Fortunato to 
visit the catacombs. 
Unfortunately, Gabby’s potential for future story coherence at this point in the reading 
was quite different from the clear leap both Alexis and Yasmin would have to make between 
their current understandings of the relationship between the story’s narrator and Fortunato, and 
the plot events about to unfold. 
Paragraph 68: Seeking Coherence from the Concrete – and Failing 
 After paragraph 4, no paragraph of Poe’s story was a high-response-frequency paragraph 
for these five student readers until paragraph 68, which is at quite a later point in The Cask of 
Amontillado, after several pages of the narrator and Fortunato walking through the catacombs, 
the narrator alternating between enticing Fortunato to keep searching for the Amontillado and 
feigning an interest in Fortunato’s returning in order to save his health. After paragraphs 1 and 3, 
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paragraph 68 produced the next highest number of student responses: the five students profiled 
here made a total of seven comments during or at the conclusion of the story’s 68th paragraph. 
 Paragraph 68 is a detailed concrete description of the most inner crypts the narrator and 
Fortunato have reached, which may well have led to the five student readers having clear things 
to say about it. Yet their responses illustrated various inabilities to integrate the concrete 
description with larger story elements, suggesting and in some cases clearly demonstrating a 
breakdown in story coherence. 
The responses of Rick, Yasmin, and Randall to paragraph 68 were limited, although Rick 
was clearer on the general purpose of this paragraph than he apparently had been on the purposes 
of paragraphs 1 through 4, here saying “Now it’s just descriptions of where they are; I’m 
imagining this is going to be some place of importance.” Similarly, but with somewhat more 
elaboration, Yasmin responded to paragraph 68, “The author really describes the ‘crypt’ over 
here in very thorough detail.” After being prompted by me to explain an initial “Hmm” at the end 
of reading this 68th paragraph of the story, Randall explained his interpretive working-out 
process, illuminating in the process the textual details that rose in importance to him: “I’m, I’m 
just trying to figure out where, like, hold on. ‘depth’ of ‘four feet,’ okay, ‘width three,’ ‘height 
six or seven.’ Okay, okay, that makes sense. The description of this little crypt thing, where it’s 
talking about the, the recess in the wall.” In essence, Randall’s elaboration was a more thorough 
integration of textual detail, moving in a similar fashion to Rick’s and Yasmin’s appreciation of 
Poe’s pausing on important setting.  
Though brevity of think-aloud responses cannot be overanalyzed, it is worth observing 
that neither Rick nor Yasmin nor Randall presented the “description” or “thorough detail” they 
noted in relation to any larger story sense. Despite their noticing of Poe’s setting description in 
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paragraph 68, none of these students worked this paragraph clearly into the ongoing plot or 
character turns of Poe’s story, raising at least the specter that their understandings of plot and 
character, since paragraphs 3 and 4, had been undeveloped at best, non-existent at worst. 
Their peers, Alexis and Gabby, both commented on paragraph 68 in ways that sought to 
cohere Poe’s paragraph 68 setting with the developing story plot, yet Alexis’ and Gabby’s 
tentative speculations were, problematically, far away from the particulars of the narrator and 
Fortunato’s journey. 
Both Alexis and Gabby picked up on Poe’s eerie detail of the crypt “walls [being] lined 
with human remains,” Alexis concluding “Seems like the bodies of human remains are trying to 
scare people off if they found their way into there,” and Gabby “It seems really dangerous, cause 
it says the ‘walls had been lined with human remains,’ maybe other people who tried to steal 
from the ‘vault,’ whatever’s inside it.” Reasonably to them at this point, the “human remains” 
were, in Alexis’ reading, a warning to catacomb visitors, and, in Gabby’s reading, a reminder of 
the dangers of theft from the catacombs. Notably, despite both Alexis’ and Gabby’s inclination 
to find meaning in the “human remains” detail, neither articulated a clear link between that detail 
and the specific journey of the narrator and Fortunato; in fact, importantly, Alexis’ “they” and 
Gabby’s “other people” implied the relative singularity of purpose they both saw in the story’s 
characters, a singularity on the façade created by the narrator, true, but undercut several times by 
this point by his irony and asides to the reader. Gabby subsequently commented for a second 
time on paragraph 68, returning to her earlier (paragraph 3) interest in the story’s setting; based 
on Poe’s “in the fashion of the great catacombs of Paris” detail, she remarked, “Oh, they’re in 
France, I think, no, never mind, they’re not, it’s ‘in’ ‘fashion’ up there. I think they’re in Italy, 
I’m not sure.” At this late point in the story, for Gabby to be confused, and perhaps even 
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perseverating, on the specifics of setting, was further suggestive of a significant gap in story 
coherence. 
In general, then, the interpretive commentary by the five student readers in response to 
Poe’s paragraph 68 was significantly different from, and weaker than, the students’ interpretive 
commentary in response to paragraphs 1 through 4. The concreteness of paragraph 68 was likely 
attractive to them, and grounded all of their responses in two main ways: Rick, Yasmin, and 
Randall noticed the concrete setting details, but stayed at that level of response; and Alexis and 
Gabby tried to work concrete setting details into a larger story coherence, but seemed unable to 
effectuate a larger sense of how the setting actually affected the ongoing journey of the narrator 
and Fortunato in the story. 
Paragraphs 77 & 78: Near-Total Failure of Story Coherence 
 After paragraphs 1, 3, and 68, paragraph 77 produced the next highest number of student 
responses: the five students profiled here made a total of six comments during or at the 
conclusion of the story’s 77th paragraph. Paragraph 78 generated five responses. All students 
commented on either paragraph 77, paragraph 78, or both. Yet by this last pair of high-response-
frequency paragraphs story coherence had markedly diminished for nearly all student readers. 
Rick and Yasmin, who back at paragraph 68 had noted only the concrete setting 
description, not integrated it with a developing story coherence, now presented plot 
understandings not aligned with Poe’s story. Rick, although identifying paragraph 77 as 
important, first offered no particulars: “Now something’s happening.” Later in the paragraph, 
Rick noted, “So they’re in ‘catacombs,’ that’s confirmed, yeah,” a surprising “confirm[ation]” 
given that this is the fifth time in the story Poe notes the “catacombs” into which the narrator and 
Fortunato had descended. By paragraph 78, Rick was summarizing a story quite distinct from the 
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one Poe had written: “Well, actually, they must be building a wall now. Misread that. / So they 
found this guy Fortunato.” Apparently, in Rick’s understanding of paragraph 78, the individuals 
united under “they” had first constructed a wall, and then found Fortunato, far different from the 
coherence of Poe’s story in which the wall is constructed by the narrator in order not to find, but 
to entrap, Fortunato. Yasmin also articulated in response to paragraph 77 a developed story 
coherence, but unfortunately also not of the story written by Poe. Based first on the sentence 
describing what are Fortunato’s imprisoned screams, Yasmin commented, “They’re very 
excited”; then, based on the entire paragraph, her conclusion was “I think, I think they, they 
found the Amontillado.” These responses united the narrator and Fortunato in a common goal, 
misinterpreting Fortunato’s screams and misunderstanding the Amontillado not as a ruse to get 
Fortunato into the catacombs, but as an actual outcome for the pair. 
 Alexis and Gabby, who back at paragraph 68 had sought, but not achieved, an effective 
coherent story plot, now seemed self-aware of their failure. Alexis, responding to the screaming 
coming from the crypt, asked, “So they’re hiding a monster?” and, after paragraph 78, 
concluded, “This does not sound happy.” And Gabby revealed, “I’m kind of confused on what 
he’s doing. Is he trying to, like, rebuild the wall or something? I mean, I don’t know what it is.” 
Ultimately, Alexis continued to see the narrator and Fortunato as united in a difficult quest, and 
though Gabby’s “he” appreciated the singular action of Poe’s narrator, she situated his action in 
an admittedly confused conclusion that ignored any relationships among the narrator, the wall, 
and Fortunato. 
Only in Randall’s case did paragraphs 77 and 78 inspire comments indicating productive 
story coherence at this critical plot juncture. Commenting after paragraph 77, “This, how he’s, 
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like, the description of him just basically shutting him in,” Randall asked the logical question 
after paragraph 78, “When it says ‘plastered in,” I don’t know; where did they get the plaster?” 
 The weakening of almost all students’ capacity with The Cask of Amontillado to 
productively develop story coherence is made more remarkable by the fact that three of those 
now-failing students – Rick, Yasmin, and Alexis – had achieved much more productive 
interpretive results with Home. Home had not been an easy or bump-free reading experience for 
them either, but the bumps had been worked out, or tolerated for their future potential even when 
they didn’t cohere clearly with a larger story. In the case of The Cask of Amontillado, bumps 
were not worked out, such that many students, though noticing major story elements, struggled 
mightily to cohere those elements with one another, and with prior tentative interpretations. 
There is no evidence that the students persevered less with Poe’s story; they were assiduous and 
focused in their reading, and, as demonstrated, made numerous think-aloud comments as they 
read. Clearly something differed in the text itself and its impact on these student readers. 
 One tentative conclusion offered by the high-response-frequency paragraph analysis is 
that the irony toward the beginning of Poe’s story confounded the readers in some highly 
problematic way, such that they could not move beyond interpreting later story elements in terms 
of a friendly unity between the narrator and Fortunato. The analysis below develops that 
tentative conclusion: analyzing all initial reading and rereading responses made by Yasmin to 
The Cask of Amontillado demonstrates the depth to which the students could not successfully 
cohere Poe’s story text due to its tone and character complexity, this despite other more 




Extended Analysis of Initial Reading and Rereading Responses of Yasmin 
Figure 19, a five-column profile of Yasmin’s initial reading and rereading of The Cask of 
Amontillado, follows. 
Column 1: Yasmin’s initial reading think-aloud comments. In parentheses are indicated the 
paragraphs of Poe’s text, and sentences when appropriate, to which Yasmin indicated she 
was responding. 
Column 2: Aligned to Yasmin’s initial reading comments, my running analysis in italics. 
Column 3: Poe’s original text. Paragraphs are numbered for ease of analysis, though they were 
not numbered for the student’s reading. 
Column 4: Yasmin’s rereading think-aloud comments. Again in parentheses are indicated the 
paragraphs of Poe’s text, and sentences when appropriate, to which Yasmin indicated she 
was responding. 
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In sum, the totality of Yasmin’s initial reading and rereading think-aloud comments on 
The Cask of Amontillado confirms several trends noticed in the high-response-frequency 
paragraph analysis conducted above. 
First, Yasmin, as with Home, noticed several key story elements. Without specific 
querying, it is impossible to know for certain what made certain text moments stand out for 
Yasmin. Perhaps it is the case that her education to date focused her on being alert to certain 
common story elements such as establishment of setting, plot movement, characterization, and 
the like. Perhaps it is the case that a well-written text highlights such story elements in ways that 
make them prominent for a developing reader. Regardless, in this trend of her reading, Yasmin’s 
performance with The Cask of Amontillado was similar to her performance with Home: noticing 
key story elements particularly at the beginning of the text, but also throughout. 
The most significant story element Yasmin noticed was the character Fortunato. Over the 
succession of the story’s early few paragraphs, she sought to explain the narrator’s relationship 
with Fortunato, which implicates her problematic quest for story coherence, even though based 
upon Yasmin’s noticing of the key story element. Yasmin’s quest for story coherence was 
compromised by several ironies in the text, most importantly those related to the narrator’s 
relationship with Fortunato. Yasmin established in her mind early on that the narrator and 
Fortunato were friends, and therefore she cohered later moments in the story to that 
understanding. This posed two related, but distinct, problems as Yasmin sought to develop story 
coherence. 
The first problem was that Yasmin accounted for the lengthy quest for Amontillado not 
as a ruse by the narrator, but as a sincere interest on his part to have Fortunato join him for an 
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“adventure.” The basics of her developing story coherence in this regard during her initial 
reading were: 
1a. “I assume Amontillado is a, a pipe?” (paragraph 6) 
1b. “He’s going on an adventure somewhere.” (paragraph 22) 
1c. “They’re searching for the Amontillado, that’s what it is.” (paragraph 67) 
1d. “I think they found the Amontillado.” (paragraph 74) 
A problem for this story arc, a problem implicitly recognized by Yasmin, is that, if the quest for 
Amontillado is the main basis of the story’s plot, the story should end soon after the Amontillado 
has been found. But Yasmin, noticing the emotional energy of both the narrator and Fortunato in 
paragraph 77 (“They’re very excited.”), had to assume that the story’s last fifteen paragraphs 
were essentially confirmations of the successful search: 
1e. “I think, I think they, they found the Amontillado.” (paragraph 77) 
1f. “Yeah, they, they definitely found it.” (paragraph 81) 
The second problem was subsidiary to the first, but no less significant. Yasmin, in 
developing story coherence in relation to The Cask of Amontillado, accounted for the ongoing 
comments by the narrator about Fortunato’s weakened health not as a plot by the narrator to 
inspire Fortunato’s self-pride, but as reflective of general interest on the narrator’s part that 
Fortunato be careful not to harm himself. The basics of her developing story coherence in this 
regard were: 
2a. “He doesn’t want to risk him getting ill.” (paragraph 35) 
2b. “He doesn’t want Fortunato to get sick, but he realizes that his illness is getting worse.” 
(paragraph 52) 
2c. “Fortunato is, is still ill.” (paragraph 72) 
 
222 
2d. “I think, and, for Fortunato, he, I think he died. Yeah.” (paragraph 88) 
With both these examples – the Amontillado and the health of Fortunato – although Poe includes 
redundancies with details changing only somewhat, Yasmin was misled by the redundancies 
toward further confirmation of her initial story coherence. 
Further, the two threads of Yasmin’s problematic development of story coherence did not 
join forces into an articulated interpretation that accounted for both. Thus, it remained unclear – 
or at least unarticulated – how the men’s quest for Amontillado related to Fortunato’s illness and 
ultimate death according to Yasmin. It was as if two parallel stories existed, and one would have 
to assume that Fortunato’s death was just an unfortunate occurrence after the successful 
attainment of the Amontillado, although even that joining-together of story tracks was not 
accomplished via Yasmin in her think-aloud commentary. 
In her rereading, the two unconnected threads – the quest for the Amontillado and 
Fortunato’s declining health – continued to be separate tracks in Yasmin’s story coherence. She 
did develop the first track, the one relating to the men’s quest for the Amontillado, by fitting into 
it newly-noticed story elements: 
1g. “And the author, he does, or the narrator, he goes on this adventure with Fortunato.” 
 (paragraph 4) 
1h. “And that’s where they venture to the vault, that’s where they find the Amontillado, I 
 think? I’m still a little confused.” (paragraph 21) 
1i. “It’s a very old sacred place where they are going to find the Amontillado.” (paragraph 
 68) 
Similarly, the second track, the one related to Fortunato’s declining health, was also 
developed by Yasmin during rereading via newly-noticed story elements: 
 
223 
2e: “And the narrator tells Fortunato that it’s cold out, but he doesn’t listen to him and he still 
goes on the adventure.” (paragraph 22) 
2f: “Now, in this paragraph over here, on page 13, the, Fortunato is very sick, he’s getting 
more ill.” (paragraph 76) 
The one comment that joined the track of the men’s quest for the Amontillado with the 
track of Fortunato’s declining health was Yasmin’s paragraph 22 comment “And the narrator 
tells Fortunato that it’s cold out, but he doesn’t listen to him and still goes on the adventure.” Via 
“adventure,” Yasmin obviously saw that the narrator’s comments about Fortunato’s health occur 
during their quest for the Amontillado. Apparently, that Fortunato insists on pursuing the quest 
will relate to, and perhaps cause, his death that Yasmin earlier noted. That Yasmin did not in 
subsequent rereading comments further articulate a connection between the Amontillado quest 
track and the Fortunato health track suggests only the mere emergence, if anything, of such a 
connection in her mind. This is perhaps unsurprising given that the belief in either track requires 
one to ignore ironic elements throughout the story; the combination of both tracks would 
simplify the story to a man’s foolhardy pursuit, against his friend’s advice, of a joint quest that 
leads to his death. While Yasmin fit some evidence into that version of story coherence, many 
elements of Poe’s text were unable to be accommodated in that version. 
Perhaps Yasmin appreciated that her version, and vision, of story coherence could not 
accommodate The Cask of Amontillado in an ultimately meaningful fashion. Her final comment, 
reverting to an apparent earlier understanding of the meaning of “cask,” suggested a trailing-off 
frustration with the reading: “Yeah. Mm-hmm. I was, I’m still confused – actually it says it right 
there [Yasmin looked at title on page 1], so ‘The Cask of Amontillado,’ so, they’re going to find 
the, the cask of this previous conqueror, leader, someone, so.” Yasmin’s response to the “overall 
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sense of the text” of The Cask of Amontillado can similarly be read as a tacit admission of defeat: 
“It’s definitely a difficult read, but I kind of, I enjoyed it, and I would, if it was longer I would 
keep reading, but. It’s, it was very interesting. It definitely helped to read it once over, so.” 
Despite the enthusiastic Yasmin’s claim to have “enjoyed” the “very interesting” story, her “if it 
was longer I would keep reading” can be viewed not so much as an intrinsic interest in the 
story’s plot, but, placed in the full context of her reading, as more a sort of overwhelmed cry for 
assistance for a stronger, more thorough, complete, and clear story coherence. She had become 
quite totally overwhelmed. 
 Yasmin’s frustrations with the reading experience of The Cask of Amontillado – 
frustrations not to be diminished merely because she was positive and enthusiastic, as was her 
wont – raise the question of what would benefit her in reading the text more successfully. Would 
an additional rereading help? Not likely, it seems, since her first rereading merely confirmed 
problematic elements of the unproductive story coherence she had developed during her initial 
reading. Independent energy alone on Yasmin’s part would likely not be sufficient. 
 Would it be possible for Yasmin to be positively directed to spend more energy on the 
more minor textual moments that she noticed during her initial reading and rereading: the 
narrator’s side references to Luchresi, the motto of the narrator’s coat of arms, the minor yet 
suggestive references to “‘the masons’”? We cannot know what would have happened were 
Yasmin to have lingered longer on those points, but at least some of them required knowledge 
Yasmin did not herself possess: the translation of the Latin motto and the multiple potential 
meanings of “‘masons,’” for example. Other details – Luchresi being one – were not surrounded 
by much additional textual context, so how Yasmin worked them into her developing story 
coherence seemed appropriate given what Poe had provided. To some extent, focus on these 
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textual moments might have helped Yasmin understand them in isolation, but it is hard to 
imagine that that approach would have been able to effectuate a stronger overall story coherence 
on her part, unless she were told what that story coherence should be, which would be counter-
intuitive to the importance of assisting Yasmin in developing story coherence for herself. 
 Yasmin did notice and quote from segments describing the eerie nature of the “‘vaults,” 
yet her comments on those segments were non-specific. Although it could be claimed that a 
fuller appreciation of the story’s setting would help highlight Poe’s general story and prepare one 
for the irony embedded throughout his text, it is hard to imagine that an approach focused on 
envisioning setting would help lead Yasmin toward a stronger story coherence, particularly since 
the unproductive story coherence she did develop began before the setting was described in 
much detail by Poe. 
 Could vocabulary development have assisted Yasmin in her reading? It is true that she 
seemed unfamiliar with certain terms she did note, like “redress,” and presumably she was 
unfamiliar with certain other terms that she did not articulate. But the problematic story 
coherence that Yasmin developed was based on segments of the text that were straightforward in 
their language, and even in their sentence structure. In fact, Yasmin appropriately read the 
opening sentence of the third paragraph, a sentence interrupted by an unusually placed appositive 
within dashes: “He had a weak point – this Fortunato – although in other regards he was a man to 
be respected and even feared.” Her comment, that “The character Fortu, Fortunato might be, he 
could be a hero, or, or an enemy, I’m not sure,” reasonably recognized the complexity of 
Fortunato’s characterization there. Similarly, the paragraph 4 sentence “In this respect I did not 
differ from him materially; –I was skilful in the Italian vintages myself, and bought largely 
whenever I could.” led Yasmin to note the importance the sentence places on how the narrator 
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compares himself to Fortunato: “So whoever this person is telling this story, is comparing 
himself to Fortunato or whatever his name is, and this is over here, towards the end of this 
paragraph.” This despite a compound complex sentence with no conjunction following the semi-
colon. 
The first moment when Yasmin’s understanding showed signs of breaking down was in 
response to the story’s paragraph 4. Her conclusion that “The writer looked up to Fortunato” was 
almost certainly based on the narrator’s calling Fortunato “my friend,” and then Fortunato’s 
“accost[ing] him with excessive warmth.” Those ironic details are sustained by the irony of “I 
was so pleased to see him that I thought I should never had done wringing his hand.” It is 
possible, of course, that a strong(er) understanding of “accosted” or “wringing” might have led 
Yasmin to question the narrator’s tone; further, “excessive warmth” may have led a reader to 
question the implied characterization of Fortunato by the narrator. So one cannot say for certain 
that a very sustained, intensely close reading of this passage would not have led to a more 
productive reading of it by Yasmin. Her immediate next comment – “I don’t know if he [the 
writer] met him, or did something that made him feel closer to him, or, I’m not sure” – may 
evidence the value of closer reading to draw forth the actions “I encountered my friend” and “I 
thought I should never have done wringing his hand.” Were it only the second clause, with its 
complex verb tense joined to a secondary definition of “done,” there might be more weight to 
argue for intensive reading assistance for Yasmin focused on close reading of syntax. However, 
that “I encountered my friend” also did not attract, or stay in the attention of, Yasmin suggests an 
issue larger than syntax or vocabulary. There is the missed irony, of course, in relation to the 
complex characterization so necessary for a productive reading of Poe’s text. 
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At later moments in the story, Yasmin’s significantly problematic comments took two 
forms. Some, while misinterpretations given the larger story sense, were totally reasonable based 
on what she had read. Yasmin’s “He doesn’t want to risk him getting ill,” for example, was a 
totally accurate paraphrase of paragraph 35’s “We will go back; you will be ill, and I cannot be 
responsible,” and “They’re searching for the Amontillado, that’s what it is” a logical 
confirmation based upon paragraph 67’s “We continued our route in search of the Amontillado.” 
Other of Yasmin’s significant problematic comments were not paraphrases, but represented leaps 
of interpretation that appropriated decontextualized textual evidence in service of what Yasmin 
saw as the text’s larger meaning. Examples are Yasmin’s “I think they found the Amontillado.” 
in response to paragraphs 73 and 74’s decontextualized comments about the Amontillado by the 
narrator and Fortunato, and her “I think, and, for Fortunato, he, I think he died. Yeah.” as a 
simple statement of Fortunato’s paragraph 88 silence after having been walled up by the narrator. 
Neither vocabulary problems nor syntax problems appear to have compromised Yasmin’s 
reading of these passages. More broadly, other aspects of reading a text seem to be implicated, 
but the issues were much larger than these particular textual moments. In the case of the first 
form of significantly problematic comments, it is unclear that further, narrow attention to those 
textual moments would have assisted Yasmin or a reader like her; in fact, her paraphrases of 
such moments were accurate and reasonable. In the case of the second form of significantly 
problematic comments, further, narrow attention to those moments may have assisted Yasmin 
only if a stronger and more productive overall story coherence already existed. Without that 




Clearly Yasmin, like her peers, persevered and struggled even mightily with The Cask of 
Amontillado. Yet her energies were ultimately not rewarded, at least not in productive 
interpretation of the main of Poe’s text, despite her other more successful strategic moves related 
to reading Poe’s language. Though much happened as Yasmin read, she was never able to work 
out interpretive disconnects on her own. Rereading, like initial reading, was similarly 
compromised. Likely, the dramatic differences between students’ readings of The Cask of 
Amontillado and the students’ readings of Home were linked to the more sustained ironic tone, 
linked to complex characterization, of the former.  
Analysis of Text Complexity of The Cask of Amontillado and of Home 
as Perceived by Student Readers 
Because students, in addition to their think-aloud comments, were also asked globally 
about their overall senses of each story text, including various text features associated with text 
complexity, the particulars of the greater complexity of Poe’s text as compared to Chekhov’s text 
can be further ascertained via three additional data points: (1) participants’ oral responses at the 
conclusion of their readings to the question “What’s your overall sense of the text?”4 (2) 
participants’ subsequent open-ended written responses to “How difficult5 of a story do you 
believe this text is? Why do you say that? Be as specific in your responses as possible.”; and (3) 
participants’ subsequent questionnaire ratings of nine statements related to the difficulty of 
various text features. 
  
                                                
4 In most cases, this question was asked subsequent to each student’s rereading of the story text; 
the exception was Rick, who participated only in an initial reading of The Cask of Amontillado. 
5 In most cases, this question was asked subsequent to each student’s rereading of the story text; 
the exception was Rick, who participated only in an initial reading of The Cask of Amontillado. 
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“Overall Sense of the Text”: A Reliance on Character Understandings 
Figure 20 presents the responses of the student readers6 to “What’s your overall sense of 
the text?” as asked orally about both Home and The Cask of Amontillado. Although the question 
itself did not specify text complexity as a focus, the answers given by students to the question 
tended to implicate characterization as a distinguishing complexity feature of Poe’s text. 
  
                                                










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































 Notably, students’ responses to “What’s your overall sense of the text?” as asked about 
Home all referenced characters in Chekhov’s story, and all in terms of the father/son relationship. 
Although Randall and Alexis invoked also the occupation – “prosecutor” – of the father, that was 
in service of their larger characterization of him as father to Seryozha. All four students 
discerned difference between the father and the son, and brought the father/son relationship into 
a larger sense of Yevgeny’s internal thinking and development in the story (even Yasmin’s brief 
“a dad who’s trying to tell his son” achieving that). Although Rick referenced the complex 
“names” in Chekhov’s text, he moved right past that into a fluent comment about the developing 
story conflict that Chekhov, in his words, “did a pretty good job of portraying.” 
 The gap between those comments and the same students’ responses to “What’s your 
overall sense of the text?” as asked about The Cask of Amontillado is enormous. As discussed 
earlier, Yasmin’s response suggested defeat in its vagueness, and Gabby’s was not far behind: 
even though she began by correctly noting Fortunato’s being “chained up,” she reverted to 
language suggesting a unity between Fortunato and the narrator, and eventually settled on 
describing Fortunato as “in a different reality, in a sense.” (Randall’s “overall sense” comment 
on The Cask of Amontillado was vague as well, although we know from his think-aloud 
commentary, unlike with Yasmin or Gabby, that his developed story coherence was productive, 
strong, and thorough.) 
 While less vague than Yasmin’s or Gabby’s comments, Rick’s and Alexis’ demonstrated 
a much weaker grasp of Poe’s text, and those weak grasps illustrate significant lack of clarity in 
relation to character relationships, and even in relation to how many characters exist in the story 
world. Alexis’ comment suggested her prevailing belief that the narrator and Fortunato unite in 
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friendship7 on a quest, a quest complicated by Fortunato’s divergent character traits, and Rick’s 
admitted confusion manifested itself in a comment suggesting that he believed that two 
characters go to meet a third within the catacombs. 
“How Difficult of a Text”: Primarily Linked to Explicit Content Understanding, 
Secondarily to Language 
Confirming characterization as a distinguishing complexity feature of Poe’s text were 
students’ open-ended written responses, which also clarified that narrow linguistic features of 
Poe’s story were less problematic in their readings. Figure 21 presents the open-ended written 
responses of the student readers8 to “How difficult of a story do you believe this text is? Why do 
you say that? Be as specific in your responses as possible.” as asked in writing about both Home 
and The Cask of Amontillado. The written prompt “How difficult of a story do you believe this 
text is? Why do you say that? Be as specific in your responses as possible.” was obviously 
specific in regard to features of text complexity. 
  
                                                
7 Alexis’ “long friends” may have been referencing the six times in the story the narrator calls 
Fortunato “my friend.” 


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































 One theme of these responses is that students were more likely to identify, in various 
ways, problematic implicitness in Poe’s text. “[N]ot very specific,” wrote Yasmin; “a little hard 
to figure out,” said Randall; “never really explains . . . specifically,” commented Alexis. By 
contrast, the readers’ comments about Home suggested a greater degree of explicitness even as 
they remarked on difficult aspects of Chekhov’s text. For example, though Yasmin referenced 
the “difficult[y]” of Home, she did so in immediate reference to “multiple themes” of the text, 
whereas she was a major distance away from commenting on theme in relation to The Cask of 
Amontillado. Similarly, Alexis cited the “lot of details” in Chekhov’s text, but that was a 
substantive step forward from her “never explains the details or locations specifically” in relation 
to Poe’s text. Randall specifically noted the more explicit thought process of Chekhov’s main 
character Yevgeny, whereas “the way Poe goes about describing thought processes” was “a little 
hard to understand” for him. 
 Students did cite aspects of both texts that might be classified as language-based as 
opposed to content-based, but those aspects must be considered in context of the full comments; 
ultimately it appears that they may have been generally trumped by more significant content-
based concerns. Rick’s claim about the “combination of both foreign English and foreign 
language” in The Cask of Amontillado must have been made from the Latin motto associated 
with the narrator’s coat of arms, a surprisingly minor detail to have accounted for such a 
response from Rick. Though Yasmin also invoked “the way [Poe] arranged the story,” her use of  
“arranged,” given her next sentence, may have referred to Poe’s lack of detail in certain places 
rather than to larger-scale structural issues. (That analysis would also be consistent with the 
extended analysis conducted above of her reading of Poe’s text, and also with the way in which 
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Randall moved quickly from “the language” to “the way Poe goes about describing thought 
processes.”) 
 It is true that some student comments about the operational difficulty of The Cask of 
Amontillado invoked language concerns not invoked in their comments about the operational 
difficulty of Home. Such comments include Alexis’ “[T]here were many unusual words and the 
beginning had some sentence structure that isn’t normally read.” and Gabby’s “complex vocab; 
confusing plot; the names were Italian, so sometimes I couldn’t tell if it was a name or a place.” 
By comparison, Randall presented Home as “ha[ving] much simpler speech,” and Rick claimed 
that Home “used language [he] understood.” Potentially, then, language was a complicating 
factor with The Cask of Amontillado, but not with Home. Of course, the traditional quantitative 
measures associated with language, as shown in Figure 12, would not predict that interpretation: 
Further, even with students who invoked features of language in describing the operational 
difficulty of The Cask of Amontillado, all except Rick also invoked more content-based features 
of the text, such as its implicitness with details and background. This may suggest that language 
features are easily observed because surface-level, but not sufficient by any means in designating 
a text as more or less complex. One illustration of that is that Chekhov’s story clearly, as noted 
by students early on in their think-aloud comments, utilizes words unfamiliar to them 
(“expostulate”) and proper names just as complex, if not more complex, than those used by Poe 
(“Yevgeny Petrovitch Bykovsky,” alternately “Yevgeny Petrovitch”). 
 Asked orally to compare Home and The Cask of Amontillado, Alexis contrasted the two 
this way: “[Home] is a little easier to read, honestly, cause [The Cask of Amontillado], like, the 
words were kind of weird, like, yeah, the names are weird, but those are just names, before it 
was, like, names, items, everything was odd, and [inaudible], and the wording kind of seemed, 
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honestly, like Star Wars, cause it was like Yoda and stuff.” Alexis’ “and stuff” may hold within 
it a world of complexity simply unable to be sufficiently articulated by her; Yoda may be a 
language-based vehicle, but he lives in the much larger world that is Star Wars. 
The significance revealed in response to the “What’s your overall sense of the text?” 
question – the importance of clarity of character relationships in relation to Home as compared to 
The Cask of Amontillado – is relatable to the conclusions suggested by these responses to “How 
difficult of a story do you believe [this text] is?” With the potential mediating factor of language 
making Poe’s story more complex – “potential” because the quantitative text rankings would 
urge against it – the key difference articulated by the student readers between the two stories is 
that Poe’s text presents its characters in more complex, ironic, and implicit ways. 
Rating Text Complexity Features: Language as Pesky Fly Only Sometimes Interfering 
Finally, students’ questionnaire ratings tended to confirm the hypothesis that narrow 
linguistic features of Poe’s story were not as problematic in students’ readings as were more 
content-based, global text features such as characterization and tone. As discussed above, 
subsequent to each student reader’s open-ended written response to “How difficult of a story do 
you believe this text is? Why do you say that? Be as specific in your responses as possible,” the 
participant was asked to respond on a rating scale to a series of nine statements related to various 
features of text complexity identified in the three seminal documents related to text complexity 
outlined in Chapter III. 
Each student responded, on a scale of 1-5, to each of the nine statements. Figure 22 
presents the average responses of the five student readers who read both Chekhov’s and Poe’s 
texts9. Due to the small sample size, implied conclusions are tentative at best, yet the data is 
                                                
9 Alexis, Brennen, Randall, Rick, and Yasmin. 
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illuminating, particularly when comparing the students’ responses to The Cask of Amontillado to 





QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONSES TO TEXT COMPLEXITY FEATURES OF HOME 








The Cask of 
Amontillado 
1. “The author’s style of language in the story was difficult.” 2.4 4.4 
2. “The meaning of this story was difficult.” 2.8 4.4 
3. “The organization of this story was difficult.” 2.0 3.4 
4. “The sentence structure of this story was difficult.” 2.0 3.4 
5. “The vocabulary of this story was difficult.” 2.4 4.0 
6. “The language of this story was similar to the language my friends 
and I use.” 
2.8 (3.2) 4.6 (1.4) 
7. “The experiences in this story were similar to experiences I have 
had.” 
2.8 (3.2) 4.4 (1.6) 
8. “I could understand this story’s references to other cultures and/or 
other literature.” 
2.6 (3.4) 3.0 (3.0) 
9. “I could understand the relationships among characters in this 
story.” 
1.6 (4.4) 3.2 (2.8) 
 
aQuestionnaire statements are numbered in the Figure to assist in subsequent analysis. 
bFor Statements 1-5, the highest score (5) would represent significant difficulty; for Statements 6-9, the 
lowest score (1) would represent significant difficulty. For Statements 6-9, in parentheses are the scores 
adjusted to align with those of Statements 1-5. 
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The students’ questionnaire rankings confirmed that they experienced significantly more 
difficulty with The Cask of Amontillado than they did with Home. That was true of all five 
readers; in fact, comparing all forty-five data points (nine statements responded to by each of 
five readers), The Cask of Amontillado was rated as more difficult than, or equivalent in 
difficulty to, Home in all but one instance.10 Rick rated The Cask of Amontillado as more 
difficult in relation to every statement, and Alexis in relation to eight of the nine statements.  
 That the students’ average questionnaire responses rated Poe’s story as more difficult in 
every single aspect suggests the herculean effort involved in isolating particular text features as 
more or less involved in the reading of a text, particularly a literary text.11 Put otherwise, there 
may well be a gestalt in reading a short story text that implicates language and meaning, 
organization and sentence structure, characters and allusions, and so on, in ways that are not 
easily, if ever, dissociable. Nevertheless, the data here does gloss certain earlier conclusions, 
including that content understanding – developing story coherence with a literary text – can 
productively mediate otherwise problematic language features of a text. 
 One reason for Poe’s The Cask of Amontillado being ranked as more difficult than Home 
in relation to every text feature is suggested by the statements ranked most complex for each 
story. Two of the most difficult aspects of The Cask of Amontillado were invoked by two similar 
statements: Statement 6 (“The language of this story was similar to the language my friends and I 
                                                
10 In response to “I could understand this story’s references to other cultures and/or other 
literature,” Brennen rated The Cask of Amontillado as less difficult; despite that, Brennan’s other 
ratings of The Cask of Amontillado in relation to Home were highest of the group in terms of the 
greater difficulty perceived in The Cask of Amontillado. 
11 This is not to imply that no research could productively pursue various features of text 
complexity in interaction as students read texts; this particular self-reporting questionnaire was 
limited in the degree to which it could assess potential interactions among text features, and 
relied on students’ self-reporting without follow-up conversation. Chapter VIII will suggest 
potential further research possibilities to improve upon the work begun here. 
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use.”) and Statement 1 (“The author’s style of language in the story was difficult.”). With Home, 
Statement 6 was among the top three highly-rated statements, yet Statement 1 was not. This 
suggests that the difficulty of story language is not tied intrinsically to the degree to which it is 
similar to student readers’ own language; with Chekhov’s piece, students acknowledged the 
differential in the language, but did not report it as a significant element of difficulty in their 
reading. Perhaps it was the case that Poe’s language was so significantly different from the 
students’ own language that it became an impediment at that extreme, yet the qualitative data 
from the think-aloud protocol did not clearly suggest a compromising impact of language. 
 Considering for purposes of discussion a division in a story between content and 
language, illuminating are the students’ responses to Statements 1 and 2 in relation to both 
stories. Whereas with Home Statement 2 – related to “The meaning of this story” – was rated 
significantly higher than was Statement 1, the two Statements were rated as equivalent with The 
Cask of Amontillado. This does not necessarily mean that the actual reading experience, moment 
by moment, was compromised equivalently by content and language for the students; the more 
accurate statement would be that, by the conclusion of their readings of the more complex text, 
the students pointed to both content and language as features of text complexity having affected 
their readings. Broadening this portrait is that The Cask of Amontillado has lower quantitative 
scores of text complexity than does Home, tending to confirm that student readers are able to 
persevere through more complex language features when certain content features do not impede 
their perseverance. In the case of Chekhov’s story, that hypothesis would be supported by the 
think-aloud data and additional evidence discussed. In the case of Poe’s story, the think-aloud 
data and additional evidence would indicate that, in the face of content challenges, language 
features become more overwhelming and noticeable to the student readers. This hypothesis 
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would be consistent with the fact that the largest gap in students’ average questionnaire 
responses to Home and to The Cask of Amontillado was in response to Statement 1, “The 
author’s style of language in the story was difficult.” The content of Home enabled student 
perseverance and productive story coherence in ways that the content of The Cask of 
Amontillado did not, and thus, in the case of the latter, language became a distracting fly within a 
much larger morass. 
Tentative Conclusions 
 “[L]ike Yoda and stuff,” Alexis’ key description of The Cask of Amontillado, seems 
entirely fitting given the vast gap between students’ productive readings of Poe’s text and 
students’ frustrated readings of Chekhov’s Home. While with both stories students employed 
productive reading behaviors that included noticing key story elements and working to fit those 
into a developing story coherence, Poe’s story illustrated near-total breakdowns of those 
strategies in the face of sustained tone and character complexity. When content understanding 
could be maintained, the impact of narrow linguistic features was negligible. 
The pedagogical implications for helping students read complex literary texts are thus 
significantly complicated: the “very interesting” Chekhov text, juxtaposed with the “like Yoda 
and stuff” Poe text, presents a puzzling chasm in relation both to texts and to their student 
readers. Thankfully, that chasm was at least partially filled for this study by The Garden of 
Forking Paths. Borges’ story revealed itself to be a complex text less accessible for these 
students than was Home and more accessible than was The Cask of Amontillado; in the following 
chapter, comparative analysis of the student readers’ diverse commentaries will suggest 
meaningfully varied heterogeneous responses, both in relation to tone complexities and in 
relation to other elements of the story text as well.  
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VI – “I WANTED TO FIND OUT MORE”: JORGE LUIS BORGES’ THE GARDEN 
OF FORKING PATHS AND MEANINGFUL HETEROGENEITY OF RESPONSES 
Jorge Luis Borges’ The Garden of Forking Paths was in general seen by the study’s 
student participants as the middle of the three stories in terms of complexity; “I wanted to find 
out more,” Randall said about the story, and indeed the think-aloud responses of the students 
while reading the text suggest great benefits to discourse that would enable the sharing of their 
varied heterogeneous responses, both to work through complexities related to tone and to 
facilitate rich discourse regarding other elements of the text as well. 
 Borges’ story was the third short story text utilized in this study. Five students read The 
Garden of Forking Paths via the think-aloud protocol; four of these students had also read both 
The Cask of Amontillado and Home. For the entire text presented to students, see Appendix D. 
Relevant segments for analysis are presented in context below. 
For two reasons, the think-aloud protocol was modified for Borges’ text. First, Borges’ 
story contains 4,033 words, a sizable increase over both Poe’s story and Chekhov’s story. I 
predicted that a full reading of the story might not be possible given the time schedule constraints 
of how long a student could work with me in one uninterrupted stretch. Second, at this point in 
the research study it was clear that more sustained analysis of all students’ developing responses 
to the same sentences could be profitable. Thus, I utilized with the student participants only the 
first three paragraphs, representing 747 words, of Borges’ story. Besides truncating the story 
text, I formatted it so that each sentence was on its own page, and modified the think-aloud 
directions to “Try to say something on every page,” again for comparative purposes. 
Written in 1941, Borges’ story, in its first three paragraphs, presents a complicated 
history that the narrator presents as a “statement” missing its first two pages, a statement 
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juxtaposed against the opening paragraph’s background of an official history of a moment from 
World War I. When, in the third paragraph, one reads this new historical statement, one is thrust 
into that narrator’s shocked realization that one Captain Richard Madden has discovered his 
secret agent colleague Runeberg, and will soon discover the narrator himself, who is poised to 
spend his last moments dramatically. As shown in Figure 23, the story’s Flesch-Kincaid score 
was the highest of the stories read by students for this study, and its Lexile score1 between the 
Lexile scores of The Cask of Amontillado and Home. 
FIGURE 23 
QUANTITATIVE READING MEASUREMENTS OF THE GARDEN OF FORKING PATHS  
AND THOSE OF THE CASK OF AMONTILLADO AND OF HOME 
 Home The Cask of Amontillado 
The Garden of 
Forking Paths 
Flesch-Kincaid Score 6.8 4.3 9.7 
Lexile Score 1210 830 1120 
 
As with Home and The Cask of Amontillado, the CCSS list The Garden of Forking Paths as one 
of the short story text exemplars for the band beginning at grade 11. 
Analysis of Text Complexity of The Garden of Forking Paths: 
Organizational Challenges, Yet Surmountable 
The complexities of The Garden of Forking Paths are significant, including as revealed 
through students’ responses subsequent to reading the story. As shown in Figure 24, the four 
students who read all three short story texts rated The Garden of Forking Paths as between Home 
and The Cask of Amontillado in relation to six of the nine statements, with modest exceptions for 
Statement 4 (for which it was tied with Home below The Cask of Amontillado) and Statement 8 
                                                
1 Both scores for The Garden of Forking Paths are based on only the three paragraphs read by 
students for this study. 
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(for which it was slightly below both Home and The Cask of Amontillado), and a sizable 
exception for Statement 3 (focusing on the story’s “organization,” for which it was rated much 





QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONSES TO TEXT COMPLEXITY FEATURES OF HOME, 















1. “The author’s style of language in the story was 
difficult.” 
2.50 4.50 3.25 
2. “The meaning of this story was difficult.” 2.75 4.50 3.75 
3. “The organization of this story was difficult.” 2.00 3.50 4.50 
4. “The sentence structure of this story was difficult.” 2.00 3.25 2.00 
5. “The vocabulary of this story was difficult.” 2.50 4.00 3.50 
6. “The language of this story was similar to the language 
my friends and I use.” 
2.75 (3.25) 4.75 (1.25) 3.25 (1.75) 
7. “The experiences in this story were similar to 
experiences I have had.” 
3.00 (3.00) 4.50 (1.50) 4.00 (2.00) 
8. “I could understand this story’s references to other 
cultures and/or other literature.” 
2.75 (3.25) 2.75 (3.25) 2.50 (3.50) 
9. “I could understand the relationships among characters in 
this story.” 
1.50 (4.50) 3.50 (2.50) 3.00 (3.00) 
 
aQuestionnaire statements are numbered in the Figure to assist in subsequent analysis. 
bFor Statements 1-5, the highest score (5) would represent significant difficulty; for Statements 6-9, the lowest score 
(1) would represent significant difficulty. For Statements 6-9, in parentheses are the scores adjusted to align with 




Figure 25 represents graphically these questionnaire responses, illustrating the sizable 
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Students’ noticing of the organizational challenges of The Garden of Forking Paths was 
unsurprising. The first two of the three paragraphs that students were presented are much shorter 
than the very lengthy third paragraph, and the point-of-view jars among the three, with the first 
paragraph suddenly introducing a historical context, the second paragraph moving to introduce 
“The following statement,” and the third paragraph beginning in medias res as the narrator of the 
statement begins to tell his story. Transitional links between paragraphs are presented, but 
embedded in non-sequential order: the second paragraph begins its first sentence with “The 
Following statement,” ultimately a transition to paragraph 3, and ends its first sentence with 
“throws an unsuspected light over the whole affair,” a hearkening-back to the “history” that had 
been presented in paragraph 1. Within each of the story’s first three paragraphs, transitions are 
also less frequent and straightforward. Certain sentences move chronologically from those prior 
(“Immediately afterwards,” “Then I reflected,” “I found what I knew I would find”), but others 
move the narrative much more implicitly (“Before the sun set on that day, I would encounter the 
same fate. Madden was implacable.”). Additionally, four sets of ellipses and three sets of dashes 
in the third paragraph draw the reader to make connections where the narrator has not. In sum, 
the students’ self-reporting of the organizational challenges of Borges’ paragraphs was 
unsurprising and accurate, particularly as compared to both Home and The Cask of Amontillado, 
which contain internal thinking and flashbacks, but are generally structured more chronologically 
and conventionally. Yasmin explained her struggles in this regard in her open-ended written 
response to “How difficult of a story do you believe this text is? Why do you say that? Be as 
specific in your response as possible”: 
I would say this story was rather difficult, because of the way it was organized. The first 
two paragraphs introduced the main subject, but it did not explain in clear enough detail 
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how it the document [sic] was found and who found it. There were several references to 
war and fate. However, towards the end of the story the speaker introduced ways in order 
to drift off of his fate, in order to escape death. 
 Certainly, organizational challenges of a text implicate other features of that text as well. 
For example, if a reader is confused about how various moments of a text relate to one another in 
time, that reader may obviously have trouble understanding how characters presented in those 
moments relate to one another. Randall, who expressed that the story’s “lack of much and/or 
explicit explanation made it a slight mark more difficult than [Home],” rated both Statements 3 
and 9 much higher in relation to Borges’ story than he did those same statements in relation to 
either Chekhov’s story or Poe’s story.2 
 While it was true that the student readers accurately noted the complex organization of 
The Garden of Forking Paths, and the interconnection of such organizational challenge to other 
elements of the story, in fact their comments on the text were productive in terms of developing 
story coherence and noticing other, non-related elements while reading. This suggests that 
organizational challenges, like language challenges, can be mediated both via perseverance and 
via the maintenance of content understanding in realms such as characterization, tone, and plot.3 
 Thus, Yasmin, who described the organizational complexities of Borges’ paragraphs, 
arrived at a comprehensive, productive, and emergingly thorough answer to “What’s your overall 
sense of the text?”: 
                                                
2 With Statement 3, a “5” with Borges’ story, a “1” with both of the others; with Statement 9, a 
“4” with Borges’ story, a “1” with Chekhov’s, and a “2” with Poe’s (all Statement 9 numbers 
having been adjusted as described in Figure 24). 
3 It is reasonable again to acknowledge that students’ perseverance in this context was facilitated 
via the research protocol and the students’ interest in participating. 
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Okay, well, this, so in the beginning this, well, war, World War, World War II, was it 
World War?, yeah, okay, World War I, and, okay, just, okay, so it’s a document about a 
vis-, oh, I think I sort of get it now – maybe, I don’t know – but this, the narrator, I don’t 
know, Captain Liddell Hart, Liddell, Liddell Hart found this, hmm, I just want to try to 
figure out the beginning still, cause I was confused, cause there was a document, and, the 
missing document, and he found that a boy, or a young man, his fate was to die because 
his ancestors, or other fellow soldiers, not quite sure, were dying, and he, this man 
wanted to escape death somehow, and he found ways to try to avoid it?, by, and then he 
found the man’s address, or telephone book, and he, yeah. 
“World War I,” “document,” “Captain Liddell Hart,” and “missing” are all story elements from 
the text’s first two paragraphs, whereas Yasmin’s later references to “fate” and “other fellow 
soldiers” and the impulses of “this man” derived from the third paragraph. While much, 
particularly in the third paragraph, remained unarticulated in Yasmin’s conception, her response 
indicated an ability to begin to make connections across structurally complex text moments. 
While she did not explain how various parts of her answer – the World War I setting, Captain 
Hart, the document, the young man – relate, she was primed to do so given more time and space 
with the text. In fact, given what we saw above of the impact for Yasmin of rereading Home, it is 
quite possible that rereading of these paragraphs would assist Yasmin in developing further these 
initial connections. Though Yasmin herself expressed a lack of confidence in her interpretation, 





Analysis of Reading Responses 
 Consistent with students’ responses to The Cask of Amontillado, the tone complexity of 
The Garden of Forking Paths was a challenge to them; however, with this story, their responses 
both in relation to tone complexity and in relation to other elements of the text were 
meaningfully varied in their heterogeneity. Because each student reader responded to every 
sentence read, sustained comparative analysis is possible.  
Heterogeneous Responses to Tone Complexity 
 The first two paragraphs of The Garden of Forking Paths present clear tone complexity. 
Though at least some of that complexity may be better recognized upon rereading rather than 
upon initial reading, at least some of the five students who read Borges’ story responded to the 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































One can read in the story’s first two sentences, which comprise its first paragraph, certain 
phrases that suggest a lack of authenticity in the detail presented. Given what one later comes to 
find out is a document that may not mesh with the official history, in retrospect the first 
sentence’s “you will read” works with the second sentence’s “an insignificant one, to be sure” to 
bring the reader and the narrator into some relationship to what would otherwise be only factual 
details. Yet all five student readers, on this initial reading, noted the details only, taking them at 
face value as “the setting” (Maia) and “what it’s gonna be about” (Rick). Seeking knowledge 
through details, the students seized on identifiable bits of information such as historical eras, 
groups, and dates. Only Randall, in response to the story’s second sentence, noticed the unusual 
adjective “insignificant” to describe the battle delay, his “It’s kind of odd” a move potentially 
enabling Randall to appreciate bias in the official historical account, and thus value in the 
alternate account to be presented here. Randall’s peers stayed at the level of detail, seeking and 
finding the concrete. 
 The story’s second paragraph is comprised of two sentences as well, with “throws an 
unsuspected light over the whole affair” explicitly casting doubt on the veracity of the account 
presented in the prior paragraph, and “The first two pages of the document are missing.” 
heightening the mystery. Only Yasmin came close to pursuing “unsuspected,” defining it 
reasonably, but not yet linking it to the material of the prior paragraph; Yasmin’s peers again 
cited concrete details from the text without further interpretation of them, Rick even concluding 
“And now it’s more just introducing the whole thing and really not much more than that.” Most 
appeared to take sentence 4 at face value, including, in Maia’s case, making logical predictions 
about what would be coming next. Randall’s “it seems like it’s making it out to be super-
dramatic” and Rick’s “Now it’s adding some mystery to it” were tone comments picking up, 
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presumably, on the detail that part of the written document is “missing.” These tone remarks, like 
Randall’s implicit observation of the “kind of odd” “insignificant” in paragraph 1, should be 
appreciated as potentially foundational for future productive reading moves with Borges’ text, 
moves that would go beyond the obvious or the concrete. 
So the student readers struggled with tone complexity, yet the diversity is significant. 
Were the analysis to have stopped after paragraph 1, only Randall would have made a move 
toward appreciating tone complexity; in paragraph 2, Rick, who certainly was laconic at various 
points in his responses, moved in a similar direction. Just one sentence later, in response to the 
first sentence of paragraph 3 – “. . . and I hung up the receiver.” – Maia commented, “So it starts 
in the middle of a sentence, seems like that was surprising,” a comment that productively 
enhanced her prior comment that would have appeared to not notice the unusual explicit mention 
of narrative material having been omitted. The meaningfulness of students’ independent 
heterogeneous responses to tone complexity in Borges’ text is suggestive of what will be asserted 
to be the general pedagogical power of embracing heterogeneity in the secondary English 
language arts context. 
Heterogeneous Responses to Later Text Segments 
 Similarly suggestive is the meaningfulness of students’ independent heterogeneous 
responses to other elements of Borges’ complex story text. Each of the five student responders 
responded to the sequence of eight sentences from the beginning of the third paragraph of 





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































It might be tempting to conclude that Randall’s reading of these sentences was superior to 
the readings of his peers. Randall appreciated that the name “Richard Madden” was discordant 
with the “German” heard on the telephone, but then partially solved that dilemma by noting that 
“‘Runeberg’ definitely sounds German.” Randall also settled his own confusion about the 
“incredibl[e] contradict[ion]” of sentence 8, answered his own question about “‘the same fate’ as 
what?” in response to sentence 10, explored the potential implications of “obliged” in sentence 
12, and continued to try to clarify the ethnicity of Madden in response to sentence 13. Randall’s 
reading habits, supported through initial reading as well as through rereading, would likely 
continue to lead to stronger story coherence and noticing of other important story elements as 
well. 
Yet it is not the case that Randall “got” the text while others didn’t. First, certain of 
Randall’s comments could be further developed, explored, and clarified. His response that 
“‘Runeberg’ definitely sounds German,” for example, did not clarify the extent to which he 
understood that Madden, while not German, may have been attempting to sound German when 
answering Runeberg’s telephone. In fact, Randall’s comment in response to sentence 13 
suggested that Randall may have reverted to a belief that Madden was German, and perhaps had 
never thought otherwise. 
Yasmin read the segment in meaningful ways both similar to and different from those of 
Randall. Speculating, unlike Randall, that Madden was “the German man who answered the 
phone?” Yasmin proceeded in response to sentence 12 to suggest a connection between the 
narrator and Madden. Her “it’s his fate to either be arrested or murdered” hearkened back to the 
“fate” of sentence 10, and set the groundwork for a larger thematic meaning ultimately 
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connecting Madden and the narrator. Yasmin’s response to sentence 13 implied confusion about 
the nature of Madden, similar to the confusion Randall expressed at that point. 
What might happen if Randall and Yasmin joined in discourse at this point in the text, 
assuming, for purposes of discussion, the greatest freedom of expression between them? One 
might imagine classroom discourse in which Randall and Yasmin express different beliefs about 
the ethnicity of Madden; perhaps one would convince the other, perhaps not. In the conversation, 
Yasmin might get Randall thinking about potential thematic connections between the narrator 
and Madden, and the two together might talk through the likely ethnicity of Madden given the 
various possibilities entertained thus far. 
What if Maia entered into that conversation? With more clarity than Randall, she claimed 
“Richard Madden” not to be “a German name,” but then began expressing by sentence 9 an 
apparent belief that “they” – presumably the narrator and Madden – had “had” Runeberg as a 
“spy . . . in German territory.” The plausible – although ultimately incorrect – interpretation of 
Madden and his current situation  – persisted through Maia’s reading of sentence 13. In discourse 
with Randall and Yasmin, Maia may have convinced others of the non-German ethnicity of 
Madden, or of his current relationship to others in the text, or of both, or of neither. She may 
have been encouraged to stress her reading of sentence 10, in which she connected the narrator’s 
mention of his “fate” to the earlier detail that he has written down the entire story. 
Rick’s and Brennen’s response patterns, at least as represented via the think-aloud 
protocol, differed substantially from those of their peers. Rick’s comments on this segment of 
text were, as typical, brief, though he too presented a unique profile, especially in stressing the 
story’s ongoing mysterious tone (in his responses to sentences 9 and 12). Brennen’s comments 
were as thorough as Rick’s were terse, Brennen quite often paraphrasing the text with 
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exceptionally heavy direct quoting, and ultimately arriving at a conclusion in response to 
sentence 13 that, via “they,” appeared to unite Madden and one other person, whether the 
narrator or Runeberg unclear. Certainly Brennen’s noticing of many textual details was clear, 
and possibly in conversation with his peers he would have brought much in the way of detail to 
the table. Given the uniqueness of their response patterns, it is difficult to predict how Rick or 
Brennen would have behaved in classroom discourse with their peers about a literary text4, but 
certainly the diversity of meaningful responses profiled here suggests great benefits to discourse 
that would enable the sharing of such varied heterogeneous responses. 
Tentative Conclusions 
Randall’s full comment on his perceived difficulty of Borges’ text is illuminating: “The 
lack of much and/or explicit explanation made it a slight mark more difficult than the last story 
[Home], but, at the same time, this made it so much more interesting; I wanted to find out more 
about the story and its many character archs [sic] – but that is because it was more difficult and 
complex” (emphases in original). Given that The Garden of Forking Paths was more 
independently accessible by the student readers than was The Cask of Amontillado, but not quite 
as independently accessible as was Home, potential pedagogical implications become further 
clarified. To numerous story elements in Borges’ text, including tone complexity, the diversity of 
meaningfully varied heterogeneous responses cannot and should not be ignored. Considering the 
presumed effects of pedagogical practices on students’ reading of complex literary texts, Chapter 
VII analyzes these same students within their grade 10 English classes prior to the study’s 
offering potential implications based on the totality of the data.
                                                
4 Since both Rick and Brennen were, in fact, observed in classroom discourse about literary texts, 
some thoughts in this regard will be offered in Chapter VII. Briefly here, their typical classroom 
discourse contributions were neither minimal nor insubstantial. 
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VII – TO ENACT NOT “JUST SOMETHING MORE EXPECTED”: MOVING CLASSROOM 
DISCOURSE TO CAPITALIZE ON STUDENTS’ CAPACITIES FOR DEALING WITH 
TEXT COMPLEXITY 
 During the same months as the think-aloud protocol sessions were implemented, I 
conducted 39 full-period observations of the two tenth-grade English classes in which the think-
aloud student participants were enrolled. Those 39 observations represented 2,037 minutes of 
classroom discourse: 1,098 minutes over 21 sessions of one class, and 939 minutes over 18 
sessions of the other class. One of the two classes was taught by Mr. Crighton, the other by Ms. 
McKeon. The two teachers, one with three years of teaching experience, the other with twelve, 
collaborated on a daily basis regarding their teaching, so, although pedagogical methods varied 
to some degree, their general teaching aims, as well as pacing, were similar. 
 In this school, most students were placed in the typical tenth-grade English course of 
which Mr. Crighton and Ms. McKeon taught multiple sections. A different teacher taught 
approximately 20% of the tenth-graders in an Honors track that was based in part upon teacher 
recommendation. Each of the typical tenth-grade English sections contained students of widely 
disparate abilities, interests, and needs, including some who were recommended for the Honors 
track, but did not select it, and some who received special education support services. Mr. 
Crighton’s class contained 25 students, Ms. McKeon’s 24. 
 Classroom observations were conducted on consecutive days from the beginning to the 
end of a unit in which the main text was William Golding’s Lord of the Flies. Students were 
assigned to read the text progressively for homework, and class meetings were focused on the 
recent chapter or chapters read. I audiotaped each classroom observation and subsequently 
produced a verbatim transcript. Bi-weekly individual interviews were held with both teachers, as 
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well as with each of the six case study students – three from each class – to discuss the unit thus 
far and to review select transcripts from the prior two weeks. The interviews were also 
audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. 
 Besides the oral discourse of the two classrooms in the 39 observed class sessions, the 
written discourse was also studied. The written discourse consisted of some briefer text 
responses written in class, as well as an out-of-class paper that culminated the unit. During their 
individual interviews with me, the case study students were asked to comment on their written 
discourse.  
 Written in 1954, Golding’s Lord of the Flies is a high school curriculum classic 
consisting of twelve chapters presenting in third-person narration the past chronology of a group 
of boys isolated on the island for several days until eventually rescued. The boys, whose leaders 
emerge in various ways and at various times as Ralph, Piggy, and Jack, must cope with the 
natural surroundings, with one another, and with the complexities of human nature in their 
speculations and thoughts. Compared to the three short stories read via the think-aloud 
methodology, Golding’s novel’s Flesch-Kincaid score was toward the low end of the range, and 
its Lexile score lower than that of any of the stories, as shown in Figure 28. 
FIGURE 28 
QUANTITATIVE READING MEASUREMENTS OF LORD OF THE FLIES  
AND THOSE OF THE GARDEN OF FORKING PATHS, 
OF THE CASK OF AMONTILLADO, AND OF HOME 
 Home The Cask of Amontillado 




Flesch-Kincaid Score 6.8 4.3 9.7 4.5 
Lexile Score 1210 830 1120 770 
 
As discussed in prior chapters, traditional quantitative measures are limited in the degree to 
which they can account for complex literary texts. At the same time, these scores allowed an 
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initial hypothesis that Lord of the Flies was at least as accessible as the short stories read by the 
case study students, and that the student’s in-class experiences with the novel could capitalize on 
their independent reading capacities. 
 Both teachers appreciated the crucible of the secondary English language arts classroom 
as being about far more than discrete learning of one particular text. They also appreciated the 
important role of student voice and capacity in the reading process. As one explained, “I’m not 
teaching them how to be experts on Lord of the Flies, I’m teaching them how to, you know, how 
to talk, how to have a discourse, how to analyze, how to elevate or deepen their initial thinking, 
so I would tell a new teacher, . . . have faith in your kids a little bit, because if you have faith in 
them, they’ll have faith in themselves.” The teachers’ belief in their students was manifest in 
their enthusiasm and energy day in and day out. At the same time, however, for complicated 
reasons to be explored, certain of the teachers’ practices may have capitalized more fully than 
did others on the students’ capacities for reading complex literary texts. 
“Close Reading” as Conceptualized and Enacted 
Both Mr. Crighton and Ms. McKeon articulated the importance of close reading as an 
important general pedagogical philosophy. Ms. McKeon defined the practice this way: 
Any time that we do close reading . . . , the way I see it is that we’re focusing [students] 
on something that we know is important that they might not necessarily know is 
important, or they might understand that there’s more in that passage, but they don’t quite 
know how to get there, or they’re not piecing it together, so that’s really, when I say 
“close reading,” that’s what I’m thinking of: we take the passage, looking for something 
specific the author did that we are supposed to discover in there, and then figure out that 
meaning in that way, whether it be about character . . . – whether it be . . . trying to pull 
more kind of thematic and tonal comparisons . . . – so it’s whatever they’re, they’re, yeah, 
whatever they’re trying to figure out what that author’s trying to communicate and how 
they respond to it. 
 
Both the possibilities and the problematics of certain conceptualizations of “close reading” 
embed themselves in the statement. On the one hand, “how they respond to it” suggests an 
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interest in discovering, and responding to, students’ legitimate responses to the text they read. On 
the other hand, what precedes those responses is an interest in “something that we know is 
important,” “we” framed as the teacher experts who, unlike the students, have read the text 
before. Thus, although students “might understand that there’s more in that passage,” the teacher 
is the one pausing the students for close analysis; in that conceptualization, “what the author’s 
trying to communicate” becomes a singular “that meaning” passed down from the author, 
mediated by the teacher to the novice students. Additionally, the “we” collectivizes all students 
in the reading experience, a potentially problematic framing at odds with the diverse individual 
capacities demonstrated during the think-aloud commentaries students produced while reading 
the complex short story texts.1 
 Speaking to me on Day 8 of the Lord of the Flies unit, Ms. McKeon was generally 
pleased with how close reading had become enacted in her classroom with this novel: “And 
they’re doing better with this than I thought. I thought they were going to struggle with this book 
a little bit more; but it seems to me, when you concentrate them, that they, they can, they seem to 
be getting it, to some degree.” The “struggle” of reading a complex text seems opposed, in this 
conceptualization, to “getting it,” whereas an alternate conceptualization would see getting it as 
intrinsically linked to vigorous struggle. Likely because of her conceptualization, the teacher saw 
“concentrat[ing]” her students as the requirement for “getting it.” While students’ work during 
the think-aloud commentaries would have commended concentration in the sense of 
perseverance and effort, the teacher’s sense here suggested a singularity of direction, one with 
                                                
1 The collectivization of students almost certainly has logistical foundations as well as, perhaps, 
ideological ones. As will be explored in Chapter VIII, the teachers’ pedagogical choices and 
articulations may be less conceptual than practical. 
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the teacher as agent, that may have ultimately run in the face of “getting [the text]” in sustained 
complex ways. 
Mr. Crighton’s conceptualization of “close reading” put agency on students and their 
experiences as legitimate readers of texts: “Successful close reading is when students can draw 
accurate and perceptive conclusions about meaning in a work based on evaluating multiple 
author choices in a given text. . . . When they collect those choices, and they can draw an 
accurate conclusion about it, now they’re seeing an author’s deliberate choices affect, you know, 
meaning.” Mr. Crighton was also sensitive to the problematics of teacher dominance of the 
interpretive process: “I think that I try to be very mindful of trying to lead the kids to my one 
definite interpretation or response to a text.” As with Ms. McKeon, however, other comments by 
Mr. Crighton suggested a tension regarding the teacher’s role in such discourse. For example, 
Mr. Crighton expressed some frustration that students’ apparent abilities as readers were not 
always reflected in independent capacity: “It’s easy to get to a point in a book like this where you 
feel like you’ve hit the hammer so many times, you’ve looked at so many quotations, you’ve 
started building for them the threads that they need to follow through the rest of the book, that 
they can do it independently. And they can, but there are always reminders of, like, No no no no 
no, you need to be reinforcing this throughout the book, because then when you stop reinforcing 
it they might lose their way and not become good enough to tell you.” The students’ 
independence here, collectivized for Mr. Crighton as it was for Ms. McKeon, was subsequent to 
the teacher’s “building” and later “reinforcing,” both of which were designed to help students not 
“lose their way.” “Their way,” of course, was then not totally theirs, a tension in Mr. Crighton’s 
and Ms. McKeon’s conceptualizations that seemed evident in certain ways as the classroom 
discourse around Golding’s novel unfolded. 
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Notably, “close reading” was a phrase with which both teachers made their students 
familiar: during the Lord of the Flies unit, both teachers employed the phrase in connection with 
sustained analytical attention to particular text passages, often in sentences such as “We should 
do the close reading,” “We did the close reading,” and “You’re going to . . . write a close 
reading.” “Close reading” was not an exclusive practice, though it was the predominant. 
The Capacities of the Case Study Students in Practice 
Though the six case study students in these two classrooms varied significantly in their 
abilities, interests, and needs, their participation in classroom discourse around Lord of the Flies 
confirmed that they were able, ready, and willing to do important things with complex texts. 
Their capacities were clear even as their quantity of discourse varied. 
Brennen, for example, was the least active of the case study students in his class; of the 
eighteen sessions observed of his class, he spoke during ten, and sometimes for very brief 
logistical reasons. However, particularly in small-group sessions, Brennen’s contributions were 
legitimate and focused on making meaning from Golding’s complex text. On Day 11, for 
example, he and five peers were charged by their teacher to make focused discussion questions 
based on a text segment on the novel that references the world beyond the island, including that 
“not even a faint popping came down from the battle fought at ten miles’ height” (p. 95). After 
listening to his classmates interpret that “faint popping” in various ways, Brennen suggested, 
“We should definitely make a question about the ‘popping.’” Though Brennen was, of the six 
case study students, by far the most reticent, his focused effort and interest in the various 
classroom activities were clear. 
Yasmin, whose profile was presented in Chapter IV, was only a slightly more frequent 
contributor to class conversations; of the twenty-one sessions observed of her class, she spoke 
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during eleven, though she sat in the front row of the classroom and attentively followed the 
teacher, took notes as requested, and maintained at all observed times a poised, respectful 
demeanor. When Yasmin did participate orally, her comments were relevant and illustrative of 
her reading capabilities. On Day 12 of the Lord of the Flies unit, Yasmin’s teacher had asked 
students to comment on a passage she had projected before them on the classroom 
SMARTBoard2. Picking up on one clause of one sentence, Yasmin remarked, “Where it says 
‘They were bitten down to the quick’ and the end of that sentence, Ralph comes off to the other 
kids that he’s some, he’s kind of tough and he’s a leader to everyone, but he’s actually very 
nervous and hiding it quite well, actually.” That comment illustrated Yasmin’s capacity to 
integrate this textual moment with other moments that present Ralph as more confident, as well 
as, obviously, to demonstrate that reading in front of her peers. 
Alexis was a more frequent contributor to class conversations than was either Brennen or 
Yasmin; Alexis spoke during thirteen of the twenty-one observed sessions of her class, sitting in 
the middle of the classroom and, like Brennen and Yasmin, being attentive and respectful to her 
teacher and the activities in which the teacher engaged the students. On Day 10 of the unit, 
Alexis answered a particular question asked by her teacher about a sentence projected as part of a 
larger text segment: “What do you think about that one line on its own: ‘Only, decided Ralph, as 
he faced the chief’s seat, I can’t think. Not like Piggy’?” Though, as was typical for her, Alexis 
explicitly and implicitly questioned her own capacity as she responded, her comment took the 
discourse in a productive new direction: “Well, it kind of goes with what we were saying before, 
and I know this is not that, like, original: Piggy kind of has this, like, mindset of a chief, but he 
doesn’t know how to, like, get the people to follow him?, so it’s more, like, in his head, and 
                                                
2 Analysis below will ultimately problematize this pedagogical practice, but Yasmin’s entry into 
the discourse is the illuminating aspect here. 
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Ralph, like, notices that, but, like, that’s the last line, ‘only Piggy was no chief’: he, like, still 
understands that Piggy can’t do it.” Recognizing complexity to Piggy’s character – that his own 
mind, but not the hearts of his peers, was like that of a chief – Alexis framed the “head[iness]” of 
Piggy, a comment useful to Alexis’ peer, who then built on Alexis’ comment to compare Piggy 
with Ralph: “I feel like Piggy’s smarter than Ralph, but Ralph has more, like, social skills, so 
Ralph has, like, social skills, but he’s not smart enough, and Piggy’s smart enough, but he 
doesn’t have social skills. So they’re kind of, like, opposite, and them together would be, I mean, 
really effective.” Here, as elsewhere during the unit, a comment by Alexis was valuable in its 
own right as well as usefully foundational for comments by others, peers and teacher included.  
Gabby was a more frequent contributor; she spoke in fourteen of the eighteen sessions 
observed of her class, often commenting in ways that took prior students’ comments to higher 
levels. On Day 7 of the unit, a ten-minute conversation ensued regarding the character of Simon 
based on a text segment in which Simon separates himself from the island inside a thicket on the 
island (pp. 55-57). Asked by the teacher to offer “a precise descriptive word” to characterize 
Simon, Gabby’s peer had suggested “mature,” which had motivated several students to engage 
with the teacher regarding the appropriateness of that term for Simon, as well as the extent to 
which the term would differentiate him from the others. After others in the class had suggested 
“responsible” and “caring” as alternatives, Gabby offered, “I was thinking, like, independent, 
because Ralph and Jack and, like, all the boys, they look towards everybody else in their 
opinions, and they, like, want the respect of everyone else.” Collectively, Gabby’s classmates 
agreed that “independent” was precise and specific to describe Simon, a point not lost on her 
teacher either: “Sounds pretty good.” 
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Randall and Rick were the most frequent contributors to oral discourse in their classes. 
Randall spoke during fifteen of the eighteen sessions observed of his class, and was eager to 
share his own ideas, even when idiosyncratic, with the teacher and his peers, for example 
insisting over several class sessions that Golding’s “conch” should be capitalized to recognize its 
symbolic status. Right from Day 1 of the Lord of the Flies unit, Randall demonstrated his interest 
in not blithely accepting what others believed. In a far-ranging full-class discussion about the 
nature of evil, Randall rejected what some postulated as good and evil being born into a person. 
“I have a huge question about it,” he said. “So a question that I’m having is that, if a point that 
you’re born with evil, are you saying that we’re born with all of it that we’ll ever have, right 
from the get-go?” Unsurprisingly given his self-professed interest in “translating . . . images and 
symbols and stuff like that,” Randall appeared to think carefully about what he heard from others 
during class, and to respond with his own engagement and independent thought. 
Rick, too, was an eager participant in class conversations. Of twenty-one sessions 
observed of his class, Rick spoke at least once in every session, and often more than once. His 
routine seat was in the back row of the classroom, a location from which he could socialize with 
peers on either side. Yet Rick maintained an understanding of the topics of classroom discourse, 
with interjections that revealed that he had been listening actively during silent intervals. For 
example, in analysis of a transcript from Day 5 of the unit, Rick was asked about a series of 
student comments about Piggy’s character early in the novel based on a text excerpt projected by 
the teacher. After three minutes of comments by six students and the teacher, Rick had said, 
“Well, I would say [Piggy]’s a little bit less of a kid, because he always talks about his auntie, 
kind of suggesting that he didn’t really grow up with parents, [inaudible], daunting, maybe 
something happened to them which caused him to mature faster than everybody else.” Rick’s 
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comment had been a slight modification of an interpretation offered by his peer that Piggy’s 
sober words to the other boys on the island are “even more significant considering he is a kid 
too.” Astutely in conversation with me, Rick explained his comment as “I’d absolutely say he’s a 
kid also, but I wouldn’t say he is a typical kid, I’m making the difference.” Rick was thus not 
only a legitimate contributor to classroom discourse in terms of frequency; he was a legitimate 
contributor also in the particular ways he could use discourse to go beyond what others had 
already said. 
Rick’s remarks revealed that the specific text being read made a difference for him. In 
conversation with me, he revealed that, as with most school texts, reading Golding’s novel was 
not consistently enjoyable or rewarding for him: “A lot with Lord of the Flies, I do fall asleep a 
lot. . . . I just find that it’s just like, I can mostly predict what’s gonna happen in the book, and a 
lot, a lot of books have twists and turns that happen in each chapter, but most chapters are just 
pretty monotonous and just continuing in the storyline, and so, I don’t know, maybe it’s just this 
book, but it’s happened to me with a lot of books this year, where I’ve been unable just to 
continue going through it, and I find myself just, at points just drifting off, and, and I don’t read 
late or anything, I read when I come, come home from school, and I’m, I’m pretty well-rested, 
and I just find that I can’t stay awake.” This comment, coming approximately halfway through 
the class reading of the novel, revealed Rick’s general interest in complex literary plot, the 
“storyline” of a text. That explained why he prized Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night over Lord of the 
Flies: “[Twelfth Night] was so hard to read that I had, in order to finish the chapter and 
understand what I was reading, I made it so that I had to understand, whereas in Lord of the 
Flies, if you were to read another page and kind of skim over it, which a lot of people do, you 
would kind of get the gist of what happens in that chapter, whereas in Twelfth Night you, the 
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reading is so complex that you’re almost forced to get more into it.” The “gist” was the goal for 
Rick; from that perspective, the straightforward and chronological plot of Golding’s text held 
little interest.  
Thus, in contrasting his recent Chapter 5 reading with his reading earlier in the novel, 
Rick presented the difference this way: “Definitely when the story opens I was really confused 
on where we were going, so I, I definitely was awake throughout that whole point. But just, like 
last night’s chapter was reading about the problems they’re having on the island, as their 
problems develop, and as the characters develop, and there was somewhere where I was just like 
Well, I get what’s happening, and I know what’s gonna happen to each character, just because I 
know the character, and the general storyline was just them talking about the problems on the 
island, and stuff that you already knew was happening.” Essentially, Rick’s conclusion seems 
reasonable: if one is looking for dramatic new plot developments, one may well be disappointed 
by Lord of the Flies, a reader’s interest in which more likely resting in large part on the various 
and interrelating changes in characters as the days on the island turn. Rick was not reading the 
novel to discuss complex characterization, however, commenting that “Lord of the Flies is about 
kids, you know, kids is not complex that you haven’t heard of before, so it’s just something more 
expected.”  
Rick spoke at length about his interest in reading when younger, citing the Harry Potter 
series, and a similar interest in more recent months, including Steve Jobs’ biography when at 
camp the previous summer. But Lord of the Flies remained elusive to him, almost certainly 
because the plot on its own did not command the complexity of thought of which he was 
capable. It is possible that Rick’s interest in plot could have been leveraged more by his teacher, 
yet more likely is that Rick needed a stronger appreciation of how other story elements could 
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make the text come alive. By Day 15 of the Lord of the Flies unit, he was commenting that the 
novel had become “a little bit better” because “it broke away from developing the characters to 
more, like, Simon died, and that was kind of, like, a really big shocker, and you saw that, and 
then with, like, the whole fighting in the middle of the night, that was pretty interesting.” In the 
earlier chapters that lacked such plot drama, there is clearly potential in Golding’s text for one to 
appreciate depth, sophistication, and nuance in story elements such as characterization, but the 
classroom discourse, as discussed below, would appear to make a difference in the handling of 
such story elements.  
It is not known whether Rick’s feelings about Lord of the Flies were similar to his peers’ 
feelings, but the text made a difference for him at least on some level. What certainly made a 
difference for all the student readers was the pedagogy enacted in their classrooms during the 
Lord of the Flies unit, a pedagogy based on the teachers’ impactful choices as they sought to 
develop students in their reading of Golding’s novel. 
General Teacher Dominance of Discourse 
Given the complexities of the teaching act, it was unsurprising that certain pedagogical 
acts during the Lord of the Flies unit seemed to involve teacher dominance of discourse, perhaps 
problematic in that it tended not to match these students’ independent reading capacities as 
revealed in their think-aloud commentaries. Thus, despite that the case study students, and many 
of their peers, commented responsively and productively in their classroom discourse, the 
consistency and sophistication of their discourse may have been impeded by four teacher-
dominant practices: pre-teaching; controlling of text segments and interpretive commentary 





On Day 4, after students had been assigned to read Chapter 1 independently for 
homework, the teacher3 gave a five-minute reading quiz with plot-based questions (e.g., “How 
do the boys end up on the island?”; “Who attempted, but is unable[,] to kill the pig? Why can’t 
he kill it?”), then moved to a “very short PowerPoint that I wanted to show you last time, but we 
didn’t quite get to it. So I just want to give you some background info.” Based on the first 
PowerPoint slide, which listed the novel’s date of publication, the teacher asked students for 
historical context of 1954, and then stated, “Okay. So the novel’s taking place in the quote 
unquote future. There’s not a set year, so when students say When exactly is this taking place? 
and I just say The future, it just means the future. It’s not, we’re not totally sure. The boys were 
flown away from England, and this is a big deal, to protect them from the horrors of war, from 
the dropping of the atomic bomb, from any of that. So it’s something to keep in mind as we’re 
going forward. From start to the end of the novel it’s only a few months, so just make sure you 
keep all of this in mind, because it’s going to impact, sort of, some of your thoughts, I think, as 
we’re going through.” 
Rick astutely responded: “How, how are we supposed to know that that, like, they were 
being flown from a nuclear war? Like, did it say, or does the author . . . ?” The teacher 
continued, “Piggy said something about the atom bomb being dropped on England, there’s 
nobody left, Ralph, your father has, you know, your father has no idea that we’re here. That was 
kind of what the big thing was: everything back home is destroyed. So Piggy, Piggy, was saying 
this all along.” Apparently the teacher was referencing these words of Piggy to Ralph: “‘Didn’t 
                                                
3 In most cases, Mr. Crighton and Ms. McKeon will not be distinguished from one another in this 
chapter, primarily because the discourse patterns of both classrooms were similar and thus the 
identification of particular teacher immaterial. 
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you hear what the pilot said? About the atom bomb? They’re all dead. . . . They’re all dead, . . . 
an’ this is an island. Nobody don’t know we’re here. Your dad don’t know, nobody don’t know – 
‘“ (p. 14). However, Rick’s teacher did not point to this section of the text to support where her 
paraphrase derived from, and “England” as setting is contestable when, in fact, Golding’s text 
itself does not specify a particular setting location. Although Rick’s teacher was responsive to 
answering Rick’s question, the teacher’s commentary may have been more dominant than 
necessary. 
Controlling of Text Segments and Interpretive Commentary Thereon 
By Day 5, Rick’s class had moved to enact close reading with segments of Golding’s 
novel, segments chosen by the teacher for various reasons. The first of those segments was 
preceded by the direction “Characterize Piggy’s response to landing on the uninhabited island.” 
The text itself read, “‘My auntie –.’ Then he opened the zipper with decision and pulled the 
whole windbreaker over his head. ‘There!’ Ralph looked at him sidelong and said nothing. ‘I 
expect we’ll want to know all their names,’ said the fat boy, ‘and make a list. We ought to have a 
meeting’” (p. 11)4. It is obvious that in highlighting this text segment Rick’s teacher also was 
choosing not to highlight other text segments, and thus to focus the discussion on the passage the 
teacher had determined as central. That was true even though earlier paragraphs and pages in the 
novel also present the novel’s main characters. Further, by directing students toward “Piggy’s 
response to landing,” the teacher indirectly encouraged students to ignore the important interplay 
in the passage between Piggy and Ralph as Ralph “sa[ys] nothing” in reply to the loquacious and 
task-minded Piggy. As students began offering answers to the prompt, Rick’s teacher’s “Okay,” 
“Right,” and “Yeah” affirmed their discourse, but also channeled it into one direction, eventually 
                                                
4 It was not routine in either class for projected segments of text to be cited; however, citations 
are employed here to link to pagination in the 2006 Perigree edition of Golding’s novel. 
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telling the class, “So there’s a few things, maybe, that you should be jotting down in your 
notebooks right now about Piggy. What should they really be? What should, what do you guys 
think, you know, based on what we just heard from these four students, what are some things that 
we should be nailing?’” 
Rick summarized the discourse to that point: “Well, he’s really realistic and responsible 
and rather fast-acting” and “He processes information, like, fast,” an interpretation that Rick’s 
teacher supported: “He processes information quickly, right? He’s, he’s pretty sharp. He’s, he’s a 
thinker, you know?” At least two potentially problematic pedagogical conventions emerge here 
in the discourse on this text segment. First, the teacher became mediator of almost all that was 
said, calling on students as well as affirming certain comments. Discourse thus flowed through 
the teacher as assumed expert of the text. Second, the teacher, by absence of enabling further 
discourse, implicitly ignored that Piggy’s character can be viewed in multiple ways even in this 
text segment. While “realistic,” “responsible,” “fast-acting,” “really sharp” were reasonable 
interpretations, so too would have been interpretations that Piggy is practical to a fault (ignoring 
Ralph’s stunned silence, for example), or slow to accommodate to the new demands of their new 
environment (first invoking his aunt, then ripping off his windbreaker to join Ralph in 
nakedness). By aligning students on one interpretation of Piggy’s character – even if the 
conventional one – the teacher may have problematically sidelined textual nuance within 
Golding’s text. 
Abridging the Text 
One pedagogical practice utilized by both teachers was to focus students on text segments 
that were abridgments of actual, larger text segments of Golding’s novel. Even though students 
had been assigned to read the entire, longer text segments at home as they proceeded chapter by 
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chapter, the narrowing focus caused by text abridgment appeared to have some problematic 
consequences. 
On Day 8 of the unit, Rick’s teacher was interested in moving students toward thematic 
consideration of Golding’s novel, focusing again on her interest in “tak[ing] some time this 
morning to look at a few more passages, some of them a little on the longer side, some of them 
on the shorter side.” 
From Chapter 4 of the novel, the teacher projected: 
Roger and Maurice came out of the forest. They were relieved from duty at the fire and 
had come down for a swim. Roger led the way straight through the castles, kicking them 
over, burying the flowers, scattering the chosen stones. Maurice followed, laughing, and 
added to the destruction. [*1]5 Roger was [not]6 noticeably darker than when he had 
dropped in, but the shock of black hair, down his nape and low on his forehead, seemed 
to suit his gloomy face and made what [had] seemed at first an unsociable remoteness 
into something [forebidding]7. [*2] Roger stooped, picked up a stone, aimed, and threw it 
at Henry – threw it to miss. That stone, that token of preposterous time, bounced five 
yards to Henry’s right and fell in the water. [*3] Yet there was a space round Henry, 
perhaps six yards in diameter, into which he dare not throw. Here, invisible yet strong, 
was the taboo of [the] old life. Round the squatting child was the protection of parents 
and school and policemen and the law. Roger’s arm was conditioned by a civilization that 
knew nothing of him and was in ruins. (pp. 60-62) 
 
In Golding’s novel, the segment beginning with “Roger and Maurice” and ending with “ruins” 
totals 816 words, but Rick’s teacher excerpted 188 words, or 23%. The projected segment 
eliminated certain text complexity. Among the 628 words omitted were highly significant ones 
that present the complexity of the other children – Henry, Percival, and Johnny – responding to 
Roger and Maurice’s destruction: 
                                                
5 Asterisk markings were not projected by the teacher, but are explained below. 
6 The omission of “not” appeared to be a typographical error, as did the omission of “had” 
shortly thereafter, and “the” later still, all represented here in brackets. 
7 The projection used “foreboding,” but Golding’s text uses “forbidding.” 
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[Omitted at *1:] The three littluns paused in their game and looked up. As it happened, 
the particular marks in which they were interested had not been touched, so they made no 
protest. Only Percival began to whimper with an eyeful of sand. 
[Omitted at *2:] Percival finished his whimper and went on playing, for the tears had 
washed the sand away. Johnny watched him with china-blue eyes; then began to fling up 
sand in a shower, and presently Percival was crying again. 
[Omitted at *3:] When Henry tired of his play and wandered off along the beach, Roger 
followed him, keeping beneath the palms and drifting casually in the same direction. 
Henry walked at a distance from the palms and the shade because he was too young to 
keep himself out of the sun. He went down the beach and busied himself at the water’s 
edge. . . . This was fascinating to Henry. . . . He became absorbed beyond mere happiness 
as he felt himself exercising control over living things. . . . Roger waited too. At first he 
had hidden behind a great palm; but Henry’s absorption with the transparencies was so 
obvious that at least he stood out in full view. He looked along the beach. Percival had 
gone off, crying, and Johnny was left in triumphant possession of the castles. He sat 
there, crooning to himself and throwing sand at an imaginary Percival. 
 
These omitted segments accomplish several things in Golding’s text, including a differentiation 
in how the littluns respond to Roger and Maurice, a differentiation that can potentially be read as 
hopeful until Percival’s tears lead him to remove himself from the others, Henry enjoying his 
newfound control over nature and Johnny his torture of real, then imaginary, Percival via sand. 
That Roger observes the new, dominating movements of Henry and Johnny is significant too, 
particularly given his eventual throwing at stones at Henry, perhaps fearful of Henry’s interest in 
domination eventually threatening Roger himself. 
Another omitted moment in the longer text segment develops Maurice importantly: 
[Omitted at *1:] Only Percival began to whimper with an eyeful of sand and Maurice 
hurried away. In his other life Maurice had received chastisement for filling a younger 
eye with sand. Now, though there was no parent to let fall a heavy hand, Maurice still felt 
the unease of wrongdoing. At the back of his mind formed the uncertain outlines of an 
excuse. He muttered something about a swim and broke into a trot. 
 
Compared to Roger’s development in the longer passage, Maurice’s is less clearly a movement 
toward destruction. His slight twinge of regret, even mired in a possible “excuse,” leads Maurice 
to extricate himself quickly from the situation, and perhaps adds an element of hope to the longer 
passage. Via text abridgment, however, that element had been essentially removed from the 
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potential of oral discourse; although those who read the novel for homework may have 
remembered the entire passage, the discourse focus ran in accordance with the abridged text 
projected. 
The students’ reading of the abridged text segment then tended toward singularity. After 
reading aloud the projected segment of Golding’s text, the teacher commented, “So help me 
here. What am I supposed to be piecing together about our characters, about the situation?” After 
one student suggested that the passage showed Roger as not “hav[ing] the courage to hit a kid,” 
Rick’s teacher went further: “Okay. Let’s, let’s, let’s dig into this a little bit more. Let’s talk 
about why he doesn’t hit Henry, and let’s talk about what that last sentence is talking about, with 
the ‘civilization that knew nothing of him and was in ruins.’ So let’s start with that first. ‘Roger’s 
arm was conditioned by a civilization that knew nothing of him and was in ruins.’ What, what, 
what is this referring to, what is this talking about here?” 
Rick was the first to respond, in commentary endorsed by his teacher: 
Rick: Well, it’s kind of saying how, even though there’s no way of him getting in trouble 
for hitting . . . 
Teacher: Right. 
Rick: . . . Maurice, . . . 
Teacher: Henry. 
Rick: . . . he still holds himself back from hitting him, because he knows what will 
happen and even though there is no civilization that will punish him for it, . . . 
Teacher: Right. 
Rick: . . . he still, his morals still hold him back from doing that. 
Teacher: Yeah. I mean, think about that: you don’t throw rocks at children, right? I hope 
not. 
 
Discourse closely subsequent developed the teacher’s thematic intent: 
 Teacher: Why don’t the rest of you throw rocks at children? 
 Rick: Cause I’m a good person. 
 . . . 
Teacher: Someone could get hurt, right? And even more so, if you hurt someone by 




. . . 
Rick: You can get arrested. 
Teacher: You can get arrested. You can get in trouble, right? If you had no fear, though, 
of that, as it says, of “parents and” the “school and” the “policemen and the law,” if you 
had not fear of any of that coming after to you, what’s to stop you from throwing rocks at 
children? 
 
As the students continuing talking, they converged around the teacher’s interpretation that Roger 
is only barely held back at this point in Golding’s text by civilization’s standards, and that his 
interest in “throwing rocks at children” might well intensify given the absence of such 
civilization. Despite Rick’s interest in the essential “good[ness]” of himself, the possibility of 
good human nature – such as, potentially, Maurice’s – prevailing in the end was not entertained, 
for Roger had been simplified to a figure out of sophisticated interaction with those around him; 
a caricature of evil just barely being held back, he would have been hard to interpret in any other 
way. 
 In explaining the motivation behind choosing certain text segments for analysis, the 
teacher explained using a narrow, convergent aspect of the text as a ground for further, 
potentially more divergent discourse: 
When I’m looking for passages, . . . it’s anything that I feel like the kids could say more 
than just, obviously, the, what the plot is, or that’s, that’s telling you more about the 
character, but it’s something, they can connect the themes, it’s something, it’s something 
that there tends to be a little more discussion around, I guess that’s really what it is. So 
when I’m looking for passages, it needs to have some kind of very obvious literary device 
in it for them that you hope they catch, and that’s the hardest thing: . . . I want something 
in there that they can kind of grab onto and see Oh, that he’s using a device in order to 
communicate something. 
 
The teacher’s interests in literary style and in substantive discussion are clear, and admirable; 
however, the moves of the classroom oral discourse paradoxically suggest that founding the 
conversation on a narrow, convergent aspect of text may actually reduce further interpretive 
conversation of a divergent nature. Thus, “a little more discussion” may well have not been the 
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fully substantial and substantive complex discussion of which students were capable, but a more 
reduced discussion caused by the teacher having foregrounded a particular story element in the 
text segment selection process. 
Simplistically Conceptualizing the Complex Text for Students 
Early on in the Lord of the Flies unit, both teachers presented the novel as an allegory, a 
decision that may have limited interpretive opportunities more than broadened them. On Day 3, 
Rick’s teacher framed the concept by saying “Here’s something we’re going to be looking at in 
terms of Lord of the Flies,” then projected a definition for students to copy down: 
To assert their own beliefs about society, religion, politics, or human nature in general, 
authors often use ALLEGORY. ALLEGORY: The term loosely describes any writing in 
verse or prose that has a double meaning. This narrative acts as an extended metaphor in 
which persons, abstract ideas, or events represent not only themselves on the literal level, 
but they also stand for something else on the symbolic level. 
 
The teacher’s interest in the term was high: “We’re going to be dealing with allegory a lot in this 
book. So when I use the phrase ‘allegory,’ when I, or when I use the word ‘allegory’ from now 
on, I just want to make sure we’re all on the same level here. So I’m going to show you an 
example of what I mean by ‘allegory’ as we kind of round out the period here.” The projected 
example was Aesop’s “The Fox and the Grapes,” with the projected caveat “Though most 
successful literature includes symbols, not all literature is allegory. In allegory, the symbols have 
a definite or fixed symbolic meaning – they can not [sic] be interpreted in multiple ways 
depending on the context.” Rick’s teacher clarified: “In Lord of the Flies, you’re going to notice 
that when we see the characters, we see certain objects, they’re always going to mean the same 
thing. It, it gets heavy-handed, I’ll be honest with you.” This seemed to reduce Golding’s novel 
to a text with little internal development.  
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Because Rick’s teacher presented Lord of the Flies as an allegory, certain moments of 
textual complexity were discussed in a more narrow way. On Day 10, the teacher projected a 
discussion prompt: 
As we review the following passages, be sure to comment on what Golding may be 
communicating about HUMAN NATURE. Do you think his view on human nature is 
accurate or not? “He found himself understanding the wearisomeness of this life, where 
every path was an improvisation, and a considerable part of one’s waking life was spent 
watching one’s feet. He stopped, facing the strip; and remembering that first enthusiastic 
exploration as though it were part of a brighter childhood, he smiled jeeringly.” (p. 76) 
 
Like earlier, the teacher decontextualized this passage, omitting the fact that, in the subsequent 
and final three sentences of the paragraph in the novel, Ralph moves optimistically “with the sun 
in his face” toward an assembly of the children he hopes to lead effectively. Taken by itself, the 
projected text segment paints Ralph as both tired and cynical, and notably different from his 
previous childhood days. Underlining “brighter childhood” on the SMARTBoard, Rick’s teacher 
asked “What does that make it seem like?” Rick’s response, “I mean, it seems like he’s grown up 
a little bit,” was validated substantially by his teacher: “Yeah. We definitely see him growing up, 
only a few weeks; would you refer to something just a few weeks ago, if you were his age, as 
that was ‘part of [my] brighter childhood,’ and now, things are completely?; I mean, you have to 
go through something pretty significant, don’t you?” Ralph was thereby reduced to having 
experienced a simple though dramatic decline from childhood to now, whereas he might 
reasonably be recognized as an individual with complex characterization embracing inertia, 
change, and confusion as well. 
Specific Undertapping of Student Capacity with Complex Literary Text 
The four teacher-dominant practices described above – pre-teaching; controlling of text 
segments and interpretive commentary thereon; abridging the text; and simplistically 
conceptualizing the complex text for students – can be seen as problematic practices tending to 
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limit student agency in oral discourse around literary texts. But such practices have been 
observed in prior research in relation to teacher discourse. What was uniquely studied here was 
the extent to which such practices, and others, may have not been aligned with work students can 
do in responding to complex literary texts. As during their think-aloud commentaries, certain 
moments during the Lord of the Flies unit revealed students’ interests in developing story 
coherence and in noticing new and interesting story elements not yet cohered with others, 
although those interests seemed to be sometimes undercapitalized on by their teachers. 
Students’ Interest in Developing Story Coherence  
On Day 12, Alexis’ teacher asked the class to “Just talk to me about” a Chapter 7 text 
segment that the teacher projected: 
Sitting, Ralph was aware of the heat for the first time that day. He pulled 
distastefully at his grey shirt and wondered whether he might undertake the adventure of 
washing it. Sitting under what seemed an unusual heat, even for this island, Ralph 
planned his toilet. (p. 109) 
 
Alexis’ interest in story coherence was manifest in her articulation of what she saw as significant 
in the passage: “Well, like, when they first came to the island, they were all like Oh, this is fun, 
no grownups, we’re just gonna do anything we want, and like, we don’t care about, like, the 
essentials, but now he realizes that he, like, needs these things and he would enjoy to have them 
again, he says, like, thinking, Oh, I’m still on the island, I don’t have to be fun; he’s kind of 
changed a little?” Here, Alexis’ “when they first came to the island” reference explicitly situated 
this segment in the context of the larger novel, contrasting the boys’ earlier excitement with 
Ralph’s current interest in hygiene, her “he would enjoy to have them again” an extension of 
Golding’s “He . . . wondered whether he might undertake the adventure of washing [his shirt].” 
Alexis’ “he’s kind of changed a little?” may have hedged a bit in its questioning hesitance, but 
her capacity for and interest in connecting non-consecutive segments of text were clear.  
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Later on Day 12, Yasmin’s small group was asked by their teacher to say something 
important about a segment of text on a given page from Chapter 7. Yasmin’s group selected the 
following segment: 
Simon was speaking almost in his ear. Ralph found that he had a rock painfully 
gripped in both hands, found his body arched, the muscles of his neck stiff, his mouth 
strained open. 
“You’ll get back to where you came from.” (p. 111) 
 
Yasmin led her group in explaining to the full class what they saw as key elements of the 
segment: “Simon tries to, like, comfort Ralph, but Ralph isn’t, he, he started to realize that Ralph 
isn’t the confident, strong leader that they all know and like.” The early part of the comment is 
an inference drawn from this text segment, but Yasmin’s link to “the confident, strong leader that 
they all know and like” brought in other characters (via “they”) and their previous interactions 
with Ralph. Shortly thereafter, Yasmin added, in reference to Simon, “He’s more realistic than, 
than Ralph and Jack,” which cohered this text moment with earlier interpretations Yasmin had 
made regarding the characters and how they can be compared. 
Students’ Interest in Noticing New and Interesting Story Elements  
Certain indications during the Lord of the Flies unit confirmed what has been 
characterized during analysis of the think-aloud commentaries as student readers’ keenness for 
noticing interesting story elements, even when they cannot cohere those elements with their 
overall story understandings. On Day 8, for example, Alexis’ teacher projected a lengthy Chapter 
4 text segment (with some abridgment) that describes most of the island boys recreating a recent 
time in which they had killed a pig, while Ralph stands separate and focused on gathering the 
boys for another formal assembly. The teacher focused the students via an oral prompt: “So now 
we have our characters coming together here. What more, either what you’re already observing, 
or what else could you add to this, what more would you say about our characters just based on 
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their interactions right here?” Almost four minutes of student answers, mediated by the teacher, 
ensued, then Alexis raised her hand to offer the quite divergent “Well, I don’t know if this is 
definitely, like, the characters, but it, it’s like ‘Kill the pig. Cut her throat. Bash her in,’ and so, 
like, specifying the gender, like, of the animal is kind of showing, like, specifying the gender of 
the pig is kind of showing something: they’re, like, they’re boys, and it’s a girl, so it’s, they’re, 
like, going against it.” The meaning of Alexis’ “going against it” was not clarified, but her 
essential point about Golding’s genderizing of the pig, against the boys, was quite different from 
what her peers had discussed and what their teacher had focused the class on. 
In an interview approximately halfway through the Lord of the Flies unit, Alexis 
discussed how her reading of literary texts in school differed from how she perceived herself as 
reading such texts independently: 
Well, in school you, like, stop at each chapter, and you, like, read through it and, like, try 
to find out what each passage kind of means, so, like, the characters, but if I was at home 
and reading it on my own, I’d kind of just, like, skip through it and just read for the, like, 
the plot of the story, not for, like, the details in it. . . . Sometimes it’s fun to, like, find the 
little details, like, in class sometimes we find these little points and you’re just like Wow, 
I didn’t realize that, and it, like, makes you think about, like, other parts of the book, 
instead of just, like the bigger picture. . . . A lot of times I read books, I mean, sometimes, 
like, if I read them, like a long time ago, when I was, like, a couple years ago, so I just 
read through it, and then, like, I read it again, I’m just like Oh! I saw that point! I didn’t 
see it before! 
 
Alexis’ in-school reading experiences, it seemed, differed in their attention to story elements she 
felt she would not have noticed on her own, a practice Alexis could trace to productive new ways 
in which she subsequently read texts. That self-reflection may validate certain practices 
involving students noticing and commenting on new and interesting story elements as they read a 
text, although the positive ramifications may be nuanced. Asked in a later conversation, this one 
occurring toward the end of the unit on Golding’s novel, whether the work of her English class 
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with Lord of the Flies had matched the work of her class with other texts, Alexis affirmed that 
that was the case, and that it posed some problems for her: 
Yeah, it’s pretty typical, like, the, the, like, passages on the board: we always do them, 
and, like, annotate them for, like, what you’re looking for, and the teacher, like, gives you 
clues. So yeah, it is pretty typical, but it’s, like, fun to find, like, secrets that they put in 
the book to, like, hint to things. . . . In this class it’s fine, but, like, it depends on how 
many times you do, like, close-read a passage. Like, close reading every passage, every 
page, that’s, like, annoying. 
 
Alexis’ own appreciation was that close reading toward analysis of story elements could become 
tedious in certain enactments. 
Undercapitalizing on Students’ Natural Interests 
Despite students’ natural8 interests in developing story coherence and noticing new and 
interesting story elements, certain moments suggested undercapitalization on such interests. For 
example, on Day 9, in a discussion about the meaning of “human nature,” the following 
interchange between Alexis and her teacher occurred: 
Alexis: It kind of seems like human nature in the way that they’re talking about it with 
Lord of the Flies is how they react in a certain environment; it, like, leads to, like, . . . 
Teacher: Yeah. It’s the idea that that environment, then, therefore, impacts; I mean, you 
may have it there – is that what you’re kind of saying? – but it comes out – . . . 
 Alexis: Yeah. 
 Teacher: . . . am I putting words into your mouth? 
 
Alexis was struggling to articulate the relationship she saw between environment and human 
nature, but the struggle may well have been worthwhile for her. The teacher’s interruption and 
attempt at clarification seemed to move the point from Alexis’, which was that people “react” to 
an environment, to a slightly different one, which was that environment is agentic. The teacher, 
                                                
8 Though the students’ interests were obviously shaped by prior reading work, including in the 
school contexts in which the students generally worked hard, the interests are “natural” in the 
sense of being exhibited in this context without overt teacher summoning. 
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of course, appeared to herself recognize the potential problem of her inadvertent dominance of 
Alexis’ discourse and thought here.  
Another example, one not explicitly acknowledged by the teacher, came on Day 5 when 
Yasmin, responding to a teacher-determined and projected passage from Chapter 1 in which 
Piggy explains to Ralph the potential of the conch for calling a meeting of the boys, said, “I was 
just thinking that if, maybe, Piggy blew the conch, that the other kids would want him to become 
leader, cause . . . ,” to which Yasmin’s teacher interjected, “Cause that was ultimately how Ralph 
got voted, right?” Shortly thereafter, Yasmin persisted in presenting as an interpretation of 
Piggy’s character “He’s just, like, insecure and . . . ,” and her teacher again finished the sentence: 
“That’s the word, yeah. He’s incredibly insecure.” While the teacher did validate Yasmin’s 
interpretive thoughts, Yasmin herself was silent in responsibility for finishing those thoughts 
herself. In particular, the teacher assumed, in the first case, that Yasmin’s interpretation was 
based on what ultimately happened to Ralph, when in fact Yasmin may have been responding to 
textual details suggesting certain leadership qualities in Piggy; in the second case, the teacher 
claimed Yasmin’s space for justifying “insecure.” 
Interestingly, Yasmin’s commentary in analyzing the transcript of that Day 5 class tended 
to confirm the problematics of such teacher dominance over student discourse about literary 
texts. By the point of that conversation, Yasmin and her peers had been assigned to read through 
Chapter 11 of Golding’s novel, but when I pointed to and read Yasmin’s Day 1 “‘He’s just, like, 
insecure,” then asked, “Now, would you say, the point you’re, you’re at in the book, would 
‘insecure’ be the same word you’d use to describe Piggy, throughout the whole book at this 
point, or has it changed for you?” Yasmin responded simply, “He’s definitely still insecure. But 
as the book progressed he, he, he, he was actually still the same character throughout the book.” 
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That Yasmin was unable to consider Piggy as anything other than “insecure” so many pages later 
in the text underscores at the very least the missed opportunity on Day 5 of encouraging Yasmin 
to clarify her interpretation, ideally so that details about Piggy in Chapter 1 would be more 
prominent, and then potentially comparable by Yasmin to details about Piggy in later chapters. 
Most examples of undercapitalizing on the students’ interests in regard to the complex 
literary text were subtle. For example, later on Day 8, having projected a passage presenting 
Jack’s movement toward embracing evil, Rick’s teacher asked first, “Context: just tell me what 
Jack is doing to himself here.” Confirming a student’s answer that “Jack has painted his face,” 
Rick’s teacher went on to direct the students toward important tone words: “But something kind 
of happens after he paints his face. Show me in here how we see things are changing. What are 
you noticing? So bring in a specific word, . . . specific phrases, and let’s see what we can find.” 
Rick cited the text’s “bloodthirsty snarling” (p. 64), and his peer elaborated, “Well, it goes back 
to that passage that we reviewed on: it seems like he’s getting, like, ballistic, and, like, 
primitive.” The exploration of tone words seems productive, but at the same time diction was 
here employed to support the teacher’s thematic conclusion, rather than any student’s own. 
Later, on Day 11, Rick’s teacher sought to highlight the impact of diction on a descriptive 
passage from Chapter 6 of Golding’s novel, but here the teacher provided the conclusion prior to 
the passage itself: 
So the question I’m asking about is the darkness of human nature, this is exactly 
what you guys were nailing this before, that there may be something more sinister, more 
evil, within us. How does Golding’s description of the island in Chapter 6 symbolize the 
darkness of human nature? 
“Far beneath them, the trees of the island sighed, then roared . . . 
The leaves were roaring like the sea . . . 
The leaves were roaring still . . . 
Soon the darkness was full of claws, full of the awful unknown and menace. An 
interminable dawn faded the stars out, and at last light, sad and grey, filtered into the 




Although sections of the longer text segment had again been excised by the teacher, those 
sections are plot- and character-based, so the case could be made that Rick’s teacher was 
productively focusing students on the complex sections of the segment that descriptively paint 
the setting. As the teacher highlighted on the SMARTBoard words that the students called out 
that “seem to have a similar tone, or similar idea,” Rick offered “‘claws,’” “‘awful,’” and 
“‘menace,’” ultimately concluding that “They’re not good,” an idea developed by his classmates 
as “They’re very melancholy” and, at their teacher’s urging to say more, as “They’re very evil.” 
To connect specific words to a defensible connotative conclusion again seems productive; that 
the teacher preceded the conversation with “there may be something more sinister, more evil, 
within us” may have inadvertently reduced the value of the conversation, however, from a more 
sophisticated academic inquiry requiring both details and conclusion to be offered by the student 
readers. 
Exploring Tone in the Novel: Complexities Somewhat Examined 
 Analysis in Chapters IV-VI of the think-aloud commentaries has revealed the importance 
of tone to students’ reading of complex literary texts. Work with this important issue of tone in 
relation to Lord of the Flies was brief. 
On Day 16, Rick’s teacher asked students to report on responses to the following prompt 
based on Chapter 10 of Golding’s novel: “Reread pages 155-158. In your notebook, create a 
chart where you characterize the reactions/actions and descriptions of Ralph and Piggy. Be 
prepared to explain your choices.” After 10 minutes of full-class conversation in which the 
teacher elicited student commentary toward that prompt, the teacher asked, “So, overall, how 
would you characterize the tone of the exchange between Ralph and Piggy, for the most part, 
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here? You know, what, what was the, what was the tone of the opening of the chapter in these 
three or four pages?” 
Rick: I don’t think either of them understood the severity of the situation a little bit, . . . 
Teacher: Okay. 
Rick: . . . and they kind of just went around it and tried to take all responsibility from 
them, and it was, it was pretty odd, the way they did it. 
Teacher: Did you say “odd”? 
Rick: Yeah. 
Teacher: I mean, cause we do sense that heaviness here, don’t we? We know something 
bad, obviously; they know something bad happened, but they are, to a degree, avoiding 
the actual issue at hand, which is a child is dead now. But yeah, okay, so keeping that in 
mind. 
 
Discussion of tone was not sustained further, so the teacher’s conclusion of “heaviness” obtained 
as the settled interpretation. Because nothing in the conversation – from Rick or his teacher – had 
served to justify “heaviness” with details from the text, arguably the impact of the missed 
moment was negligible. From that perspective, this represents a missed opportunity more than it 
does a significant deficit. Yet students seemed primed to pursue tone in more sophisticated ways. 
Later in the same class period, based on a student’s reference to a later text segment in 
the same chapter of Golding’s novel, Alexis’ teacher repeated the earlier “heaviness” conclusion 
to prompt students to compare that with the apparent tone of the later segment: “So again, how 
would you characterize the tone of these pages? If we were talking about that heaviness of the 
first two?” Alexis worked to distinguish the tone of the current text segment: “Well, it does seem 
heavy, but, like, it kind of seems like it’s details at the same time, since Roger’s not there [with 
the others], and he’s doing things, and they’re, like, describing it in a, more in a, like, certain 
way, almost a layer just to, like, show more of Roger?, and that, the fact that there’s two people 
there is more, like, what’s Roger doing, he’s more important.” Alexis apparently saw the later 
text segment as more objective and report-like in tone than the earlier segment, or at least than 
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the teacher’s “heaviness” conclusion related to the earlier segment; however, further discourse 
did not develop. 
Unsurprisingly given the students’ think-aloud responses, tone did appear a difficult 
concept for the students. On the same day of the unit, Day 16, Alexis’ teacher split the class into 
groups, gave each group a different text segment, and asked each group to write a question based 
on the passage; each group would share segment, question, and answer with classmates. One 
group ultimately presented the question “What’s the tone of the passage?” based on this segment 
about Ralph from Golding’s novel: 
   “We don’t want another night without fire.” 
 He looked round guiltily at the three boys standing by. This was the first time he 
had admitted the double function of the fire. Certainly one was to send up a beckoning 
column of smoke; but the other was to be a hearth now and a comfort until they slept. (p. 
162) 
 
To be fair, to analyze and describe tone in this passage may have been a challenging task even 
for a literary expert: the cogent query would likely be in regard to the narrator’s attitude toward 
Ralph in the excerpt, an attitude that seems generally objective, though the “Certainly” could be 
read as indicating that the narrator believes Ralph is, or has been, too often concerned only with 
getting help from others rather than dealing with the reality of the island itself. The discussion 
would necessarily be subtle, however. 
Apparently seeking to scaffold students through their discussion of the question, the 
teacher elaborated: “How would you characterize the tone of this passage? Somebody tell me. 
And when we’re looking for, when we’re looking to characterize tone, what’s one of the first 
things we should look at?” Alexis struggled immediately, though she seemed cognizant that this 
passage did not contain the “heaviness” discussed earlier: “Well, it doesn’t seem really, it’s not 
using, like, gloomy words that, like, kind of seem, like, the whole kind of book, very; it’s using, 
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like, like, it’s almost kind of, almost, I’m not too sure.” Prodding Alexis, her teacher asked, 
“What are some of the words that stick out to you?” to which Alexis responded “guiltily,” 
“beckoning,” “hearth,” and “comfort.” The teacher tried again to assist in generalizing based on 
diction: “So based on these words, how would you guys characterize the tone in this passage, 
then?” Unfortunately, comments languished, to the point where the teacher moved to “So we 
have comfort here. And who’s seeking that comfort? . . . He’s losing hope and therefore he’s 
seeking out? What were you saying? Comfort. He’s seeking home, he wants to be comfortable, 
so at this point we’re realizing just how scared he actually is.” A difficult conversation about 
tone had moved to become a character study of Ralph. The complexity of the passage itself was 
thereby inadvertently reduced; Ralph’s own fright is most certainly revealed, but more subtly 
revealed is his leadership and its development since earlier, particularly via “guiltily” and that 
“This was the first time he had admitted” that the fire could have multiple purposes. 
There was a meaningful individual written opportunity on Day 17 of the unit for Alexis’ 
class to demonstrate insight in regard to tone. The teacher provided thirty minutes for students to 
read a text segment the teacher had selected from Chapter 12, a segment describing Ralph’s 
seclusion on the island as he hides from the other boys advancing upon him. Alexis’ writing 
indicated an understanding of tone in this passage the contours of which had not been explored in 
the oral discourse of her class: 
In this passage the imagery starts off with showing Ralph doing animal-like behavior 
such as “began to tear at it [the grass] ravenously” (Golding). Tear and ravenously are a 
predator action such as a lion. The word choice puts the idea into the reader’s mind that 
he’s not acting at all like a human. . . . But despite his animal-like behavior the passage 
flips that idea around when Ralph is hiding away from other people. The way it’s flipped 
is by showing the readers Ralph sees the others boys as animals or uncivilized humans. 
Even though he still possesses animal-like behavior he understands what everyone else 
has turned into, “he had glimpsed the legs of a savage coming toward him” (Golding). 
Ralph could’ve been characterized as a savage but at this moment he’s shown as a 12-
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year-old little boy who’s trying to stay alive. . . . His behavior and the imagery shows him 
as lethal but vulnerable at the same time. 
 
In an interview, Alexis explained her response as “tr[ying] to use the whole passage,” and indeed 
her writing illustrated a complex understanding of tonal shift in Ralph’s characterization as the 
text segment of three paragraphs unfolds. The 30-minute sustained writing on this topic may 
have profited Alexis in articulating and expanding her ideas on tone in Golding’s novel. 
The Potential of Small-Group Conversation in Relation to 
Reading the Complex Literary Text 
 As suggested heretofore, complications emerged in the observed classes when the oral 
discourse is assessed in perceived relation to reading the complex literary text. However, 
meaningful discourse in that regard was clearly also enabled by both teachers, including in 
small-group formats. 
 Relatively early in the Lord of the Flies unit – on Day 6 – the teacher organized a 
carousel of sorts in the classroom, whereby students were grouped in arrangements of three and 
studied a series of Chapter 2 text segments on large pieces of paper. Given approximately three 
minutes for each text segment, groups were charged with reading, discussing, and annotating 
“anything you think is noteworthy, and that may enhance our understanding of the novel.” As 
groups proceeded, they read, in addition to Golding’s text itself, the comments of other groups 
and responded to those. Though the time allotted for the work with each text segment was brief, 
it still enabled productive and meaningful short-term and long-term discourse. 
 Yasmin and Rick were in a group with a third student who remained quiet throughout the 
activity. The first passage they received describes the first assembly gathering on the island: 
By the time Ralph finished blowing the conch the platform was crowded. There 
were differences between this meeting and the one held in the morning. The afternoon 
sun slanted in from the other side of the platform and most of the children, feeling too 
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late the smart of sunburn, had put their clothes on. The choir, noticeably less of a group, 
had discarded their cloaks. 
Ralph sat on a fallen trunk, his left side to the sun. On his right were most of the 
choir; on his left the larger boy who had not known each other before the evacuation; 
before him small children squatted in the grass. 
Silence now. Ralph lifted the cream and pink shell to his knees and a sudden 
breeze scattered light over the platform. He was uncertain whether to stand up or remain 
sitting. He looked sideways to his left, toward the bathing pool. Piggy was sitting near but 
giving no help. 
  Ralph cleared his throat. 
  “Well then.” (p. 32) 
 
The breadth of comments and written annotations made by Yasmin and Rick was notable. First, 
Rick put a question mark next to “feeling too late the smart of sunburn,” explaining to his group 
that “I was just confused.” He wrote “Symbolic?” next to “had discarded their cloaks,” as well as 
“Breaking down conch?” next to “the cream and pink shell,” saying that “I think [it] is somehow 
significant because they’ve always been calling it the conch since they found it.” In addition to 
his other, briefer oral remarks, Rick expanded to his group on what he saw as important in the 
text segment in relation to Ralph’s character. 
Picking up on a comment from Yasmin that “Ralph isn’t sure if he should take command 
of all the little kids,” Rick remarked, “Yeah, I think, like, also he, he said Piggy’s not helping and 
‘Ralph cleared his throat,’ and he kind of seems a little uneasy here, so maybe he needs Piggy’s 
help or needs to objectify Piggy to, to gain control.” Yasmin affirmed and extended that 
interpretation: “Mm-hmm. But he doesn’t want to admit it.” Rick’s subsequent comments on the 
large paper were two: next to “Piggy was sitting near but giving no help,” he wrote, “Ralph 
needs Piggy to maintain control, but doesn’t want to admit it,” and next to “‘Well then,’” he 
wrote, “Ralph is uncertain of himself and depends on Piggy for ideas.” These comments were 
framed primarily in terms of Ralph, but importantly in terms of Ralph’s interactions with Piggy; 
Yasmin’s extension “But he doesn’t want to admit it” helped justify why Ralph is not transparent 
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about his needs, a point obviously appreciated by Rick, as it became part of the comment he 
wrote on behalf of the group. 
Thus, the group’s work with the passage included notation of confusion, appreciation of 
larger symbolism of the actions of Jack’s choirboys, potential diction importance in relation to 
how the conch is described, and complex characterization of Ralph, the latter a joint effort 
between Rick and Yasmin. In these ways, the group responded to broad complexity of the 
passage. 
 When it came to the second passage with which Rick and Yasmin (and their third, silent 
partner) interacted, Rick and Yasmin’s dialogue sustained and developed a more complex 
interpretation of Piggy than either would likely have entertained alone: 
Rick: Well, I think also, throughout the book, everyone needs someone to kind of bully, 
to get away their stress being on an abandoned island. 
Yasmin: Yeah. 
Rick: So I think Piggy’s kind of playing that character, and, yeah. 
Yasmin: It’s kind of almost as if he set himself up for it, though. 
Rick: Yeah. 
Yasmin: Because you know how he told Ralph that people called him, like, Piggy, and . . 
. 
Rick: Yeah, he kind of had it coming for him. But . . . 
Yasmin: And the way he just looks, so. 
Rick: Yeah, he looks so defeated all the time. He’s just easy to pick on. 
Yasmin: Yeah. 
Rick: He’s just really easy to pick on. 
 
Yasmin’s “It’s kind of almost as if he set himself up for it, though” nuanced Rick’s statement 
that Piggy plays the role of the bullied in Golding’s text; citing Piggy’s revelation to Ralph of his 
nickname, as well as his physical appearance, Yasmin moved Rick to appreciate that the bully, in 
this case, may make himself a “really easy” target. Rick’s written comment on the large paper 
integrated the complexity enabled via the dialogue with Yasmin: “Group needs someone to 
bully, Piggy opened that door!” 
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Later the same period, the teacher brought all students back together as a full group with 
the interest of hearing their thoughts on the topics of “The conch, Jack’s leadership, [and] 
Ralph’s leadership.” At one point in the conversation, a student remarked that “sometimes Ralph 
kind of gets his role as a leader to, like, it kind of goes to his head. Like with Piggy sometimes, 
he kind of brushes him off and goes along with Jack.” Yasmin volunteered the following in 
response: “Also, Ralph needs Piggy to maintain, like, control and order, but he doesn’t really 
want to admit it, that’s something.” That comment led to a third student speaking: “Going off of 
what Yasmin just said, like, an example of that is that they make fun of his glasses and stuff, but 
then they came in handy, like, they need, they need his glasses to start the fire, and those were 
important.” Yasmin’s “he doesn’t really want to admit it” was very similar to the comment she 
had had affirmed in the first small-group conversation, and became the generative generalization 
here that was the ground for another student to then supply relevant evidence for the claim. 
True, oral discourse in small-group settings can often be problematized: in this case, 
Yasmin, while participatory, was not as active as Rick was, and the third peer was completely 
silent. Yet, with only broad directions given by their teacher, what Rick and Yasmin exhibited in 
these exchanges was strong authentic student oral discourse around the complex text. 
The Potential of Full-Class Student Agency in Relation to 
Reading the Complex Literary Text 
Beyond small-group formats, meaningful student agency in relation to reading the 
complex literary text was observed in full-class contexts. One strong example came on Day 5 of 
the unit, when Alexis’ teacher invited Alexis to come to the SMARTBoard to annotate a passage 
chosen and projected by the teacher, an activity that seemed to open up possibilities of meaning, 
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both for individual students and for students in conversation with one another.9 In this first 
example, Alexis was invited to annotate and subsequently comment upon a passage in which the 
reader is first introduced to the main character Jack: 
The boy came close and peered down at Ralph, screwing up his face as he did so. 
What he saw of the fair-haired boy with the creamy shell on his knees did not seem to 
satisfy him. He turned quickly, his black cloak circling. 
  “Isn’t there a ship, then?” 
 Inside the floating cloak he was tall, thin, and bony; and his hair was red beneath 
the black cap. His face was crumpled and freckled, and ugly without silliness. Out of this 
face stared two light blue eyes, frustrated now, and turning, or ready to turn, to anger. 
  “Isn’t there a man here?” 
  Ralph spoke to his back. 
  “No, we’re having a meeting. Come and join in.” 
 The group of cloaked boys began to scatter from close line. The tall boy shouted 
at them. 
  “Choir! Stand still!” (p. 20) 
 
Alexis’ teacher read a specific direction that was also projected – “Below is our introduction to 
Jack. What are we supposed to infer about his character based on the description below?” That 
direction guided Alexis’ six annotations, which she subsequently explained in order: 
Okay, so, for “peered down,” it just kind of seems like he’s, like, more important, 
or taller than Ralph? Like, Ralph has always seemed like the one in charge, but then, Jack 
is almost, just like, looking down at him like he’s a child, but, like, he’s looking down, 
you know? 
This one, “did not seem to satisfy him,” it kind of seems, like, he’s definitely not 
satisfied easily and he’s kind of, like, picky about things. 
And for “‘Isn’t there a ship, then?’” he’s demanding, like, he doesn’t seem to care 
about, like, anyone else’s travel needs, he’s like Oh, I want my [inaudible], like, What’s 
happening? I want to know now. 
For “ugly without silliness,” it kind of seems like he’s not, like, fun to be around, 
he’s more, like, strict like a parent would be, kind of? 
“[R]eady to turn, to anger,” more like, kind of like he’s strict, he doesn’t take, 
like, silliness, like he was never silly, he was always, like, strict. 
And for “‘Choir! Stand still!’” that’s like, he’s demanding. 
 
                                                
9 Alexis’ technological facility with the SMARTBoard implied that this class routine had been 




Clearly Alexis used this activity as an opportunity to present her unfolding understanding of 
Jack10, from his dominance to his selfishness to his authority. Her noticing these various details 
supporting Jack’s initial characterization indicates the development of Alexis’ coherent 
understanding of the beginning of Golding’s novel, though she herself did not cohere the various 
elements during this discourse. 
Further illustrative of the potential of this activity was the subsequent comment made on 
the same passage by one of Alexis’ peers, on whom the teacher called for additional annotation 
of the passage. That student underlined “The group of cloaked boys began to scatter from close 
line,” explaining its significance as “It kind of shows some form of leadership that Jack has and, 
like, how he was controlling this group of, of boys.” That comment at least implicitly took 
Alexis’ observations about Jack’s complex character and linked them to the way in which Jack’s 
understudies behave at the same moment in the text, a linkage that could prove important for a 
coherent understanding of the impact of Jack’s characteristics on other boys on the island. 
 This type of activity that focused the class, but allowed for generally wide divergence of 
student agency in annotating and commenting on a text segment, had positive discourse 
consequences later in the unit as well, including as students spoke with each other even more 
about alternate ways of interpreting the literary text. On Day 11, Rick’s teacher engaged the class 
in a similar activity. Rick was the first participant, responsible for the following passage from 
Golding’s Chapter 6: 
Ralph said nothing. He led the way over the rocks, inspected a sort of half-cave 
that held nothing more terrible than a clutch of rotten eggs, and at last sat down, looking 
round him and tapping the rock with the butt of his spear. 
Jack was excited. 
                                                
10 Since Alexis had been assigned to read Chapter 1 for homework prior to this class, it would be 
legitimate to claim that her understanding had already been worked out during initial reading and 
was codified here, though likely enhanced via rereading as an essential element of this activity. 
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“What a place for a fort!” 
A column of spray wetted them. 
“No fresh water.” 
“What’s that then?” 
 There was indeed a long green smudge halfway up the rock. They climbed up and 
tasted the trickle of water. 
“You could keep a coconut shell there, filling all the time.” 
“Not me. This is a rotten place.” (p. 106) 
 
With little introduction from his teacher, Rick began by highlighting “‘What a place for a fort!’” 
and “‘No fresh water,’” the first dialogue exchange in this segment, with the first comment by 
Jack and the second by Ralph. Rick then explained: “I love how Jack keeps on being the guy 
that’s a little bit too optimistic, I wouldn’t say too optimistic, but he’s kind of stuck in his child’s 
mind, and he’s always thinking about things to do and things that are cool, whereas Ralph is the 
more realistic one, and he’s kind of a downer, and he’s not really accomplishing anything.” 
Rick’s teacher then called on another student, who outlined “‘Ralph said nothing,’” commenting 
“To add to that he’s [Jack’s] more practical than Ralph is. The fact that, the fact that Ralph isn’t 
doing anything about it is really not entirely different from Jack, like, to take away from Jack’s, 
like, innocence, he’s definitely not, like, agreeing with him, so I think, like, I guess he’s, like, it 
shows the difference between them.” Without intermediary comment from the teacher, Rick 
responded to his peer: “Well, I think this also kind of shows just how, they’re both leaders, but 
they’re both leaders in a different way, how, like, Ralph is the more realistic, like, always 
focusing on a single goal, like throughout this entire chapter he just wants to find the beast, get 
up to the top of the mountain, and light the fire. And that’s, that’s, he keeps on reiterating I want 
to light the fire, I want to light the fire, he’s kind of going crazy with it, whereas Jack is someone 
who’s, kind of, innovative, but he’s a little bit distracted, a little bit ADHD.” 
 Several aspects of this oral discourse of Rick and his peer are meaningful. First, one 
would anticipate, given the interest shown in the think-aloud commentaries for character 
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complexity, that consideration of Jack’s and Ralph’s differing characters would have significant 
potential for attracting students’ interest and reminding them of the complexity of people within 
the worlds they inhabit. Here, Rick’s first comment seemed to paint Jack in a more positive light 
(“he’s always thinking about . . . things that are cool”) and Ralph in a more subdued, responsible 
light (“whereas Ralph is more the realistic one, and he’s kind of a downer”). Rick’s peer seemed 
to push back against Ralph being viewed solely as “realistic,” suggesting that Jack may be “more 
practical” given that Ralph’s pessimism seems without product. In his second comment, Rick 
then turned to the larger topic of leadership, elaborating on “Ralph [as] the more realistic one” by 
claiming that Ralph’s realism seems single-mindedly obstinate against Jack’s “innovative” 
though “a little bit distracted” personality. Rick’s “a little bit ADHD” was a clear nod to the 
extent to which he could appreciate Jack in his own world of modern psychological jargon, and 
his ultimate claim that “they’re both leaders, but they’re both leaders in a different way” clearly 
moved beyond a simple binary understanding of the two characters. In later conversation 
analyzing the transcript of this class, Rick elaborated on his interpretation: 
Yeah, I would say Ralph is more realistic. He is still that downer figure. Even now he, 
he’s kind of a downer. Jack is always the one, I mean, I, they kind of need each other, in 
a way, if they could be co-chiefs would be the best idea for them to have, because Jack is 
the one who’s innovative and he sees things and knows what to do and has, kind of, 
intuition to do things, whereas Ralph is just kind of, whenever Piggy brings up an idea, 
he says, No, that’s not gonna work, because so-and-so, or he, he, because he doesn’t 
think of the ideas where Yeah, that’s a good idea, I want that, so here’s the way I’m 
going to get it; he just says, No, because it won’t work, because it might be, he doesn’t 
think of a way to get it around something that’s gonna stop them, whereas Jack is kind of 
a little bit crazy, and kind of too innovative, in a way, like, he wants to do so many 
things, like making the forts, so I think a, a combination between Jack and Ralph would 
kind of be the perfect leader, where it has he brings up a lot of ideas and can think for 
himself, but he also knows his limitations. 
 
Given what the think-aloud commentaries revealed about Rick and his peers’ interest in seeking 
story coherence, Rick’s comments here can be seen as continuing to take details supportive of 
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Jack as leader (“he wants to do so many things, like making the forts”) and using them to justify 
why Ralph is not the immediate and obvious choice for leader on the island. The Day 11 full-
class work can be seen as laying the groundwork for Rick’s continued independent thinking in 
this vein. 
 This Day 11 SMARTBoard annotation activity enabled nearly seven minutes of sustained 
student-student discourse involving Rick and seven of his peers. Yasmin was one of those peers, 
her first comment coming shortly after Rick’s articulation of Ralph’s realistic streak and serving 
to extend Rick’s remark: “Yeah, they both have different point of views, like how Ralph is more 
realistic, he’s thinking more realistically in a way, saying they can’t really live in this part, on 
this part of the island, where Jack is just thinking about it.” Yasmin’s legitimate interpretation of 
Ralph’s sullen “‘Not me. This is a rotten place’” provided specific evidence from the text 
segment to explain Ralph’s realism not just in the ongoing build-a-fire sense that Rick had noted, 
but also in the particular opposition he presents to Jack’s enthusiasm here. After four of her peers 
continued the conversation about Jack’s enthusiasm versus Ralph’s sullenness, Yasmin entered 
again, with “I feel like Ralph is starting to think more now, kind of he’s thinking about what his 
surroundings are, and what resources he can use to survive,” a comment that can be viewed as a 
summation by Yasmin that, via “to think more now,” situated Ralph’s current attitude in 
comparison to his previous mindset. 
Though these various annotation activities were productive for Alexis, Rick, and Yasmin 
in the ways described above, it was not the case that those activities were the only ones in which 
there seemed to be a strong match between text complexity and enacted text difficulty. Open 
full-class discussion in other forms appeared to have similar salubrious effects. On Day 10 of the 
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unit, Gabby was just one of many students in her class sharing substantive and complex 
comments about a text segment in which Ralph reflects upon life and his own status in it: 
Again he fell into that strange mood of speculation that was so foreign to him. If 
faces were different when lit from above or below – what was a face? What was 
anything? 
Ralph moved impatiently. The trouble was, if you were a chief you had to think, 
you had to be wise. And then the occasion slipped by so that you had to grab at a 
decision. This made you think; because thought was a valuable thing, that got results . . . 
Only, decided Ralph as he faced the chief’s seat, I can’t think. Not like Piggy. 
Once more that evening Ralph had to adjust his values. Piggy could think. He 
could go step by step inside that fat head of his, only Piggy was no chief. (p. 78) 
 
After the teacher prompted a student to read the passage aloud, the teacher did not speak for the 
next thirteen minutes, but allowed the students to speak to one another about and to the text. At 
that point the teacher merely reframed the discussion by “remov[ing] that first paragraph from 
continued discussion,” then remained quiet again for four additional minutes of student-to-
student discourse. It was then – a full seventeen minutes into the conversation – that Gabby 
interjected this new insight: “One thing I found, can I just, I, okay, so one thing I just found 
really ironic is it says ‘Ralph as he faced,’ and we were, we were talking about faces, and then 
‘he faced the chief’s seat,’ and I think that, like, being chief, I think being a chief is one of, like, 
Ralph’s faces or, like, masks, and that everybody expects him to be, like, the chief, and be that 
kind of role, so really, like, that’s kind of Piggy’s real role, but, like, his mask is more like he’s 
the guy that, like, can’t be a chief and that everyone picks on, but, like, he can’t be a leader.” The 
sustained moments of student-to-student conversation in regard to, among other things, “faces” 
in the first paragraph of the text segment were foundational to Gabby’s reading. Ralph’s thinking 
about life therefore became neither effete nor abstract, but profoundly related to his own life and 
leadership on the island. Interviewed about this classroom moment, Gabby elaborated on her 
developed understanding of Ralph in relationship to other potential leaders on the island: “Cause 
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you would associate Ralph with being the more dominant figure. He’s, like, I guess you could 
say, in all, like, aspects he’s, like, I guess, attractive, he’s obviously not, like, short and fat, he’s 
not a target, he’s more of somebody, people, like, follow him, and he, I guess, I, I feel like he’s 
good at public speaking? He’s good at getting up in front of them and talking. But Piggy’s is just, 
like, the mastermind behind it all. And obviously those are true aspects of a leader, cause he’s the 
one who makes real decisions and gathers ideas.” Gabby’s elaboration suggests strongly that her 
remarks in the classroom context were not trite, superficial, or parroted; rather, they represented 
legitimate complex insight in a legitimate context for clarifying her own thoughts and sharing 
them, as they emerged, with peers similarly situated.  
Not incidentally, Mr. Crighton observed the value of authentic student-to-student 
discourse as supportive of needs of differentiation within the secondary English language arts 
context, calling “watching one [student] lift the other, and one inspire the other to push” as “the 
ideal experience.” This led him to group students randomly more often than not, and to insist that 
students pursue their verbal thoughts even when unsure of where they would lead: “If someone 
starts to say something and they’re like Oh, forget it, I’m like No, we’re not going to forget it. 
Then they’ll try to piece something together and I’ll see other hands going up, and, and I’ll be 
like It sounds to me like other people in the room get what you’re saying, or, like, want to help 
you.” 
 Certain other activities framed by the teacher were able to capitalize on the potential of 
high-level discourse around the complex literary text. For example, Randall’s teacher asked 
students to consider the question “What does Piggy know about people?” in relation to this brief 
text segment: “‘I been in bed so much I done some thinking. I know about people. I know about 
me. And him. He can’t hurt you: but if you stand out of the way he’d hurt the next thing. And 
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that’s me’” (p. 93). But the teacher then asked students to consider other questions relevant to the 
text segment, an impetus for Randall: “I have a question that I guess I should pose. I’m not sure 
if this is, like, the kind of question you’re looking for, but How do you, or, like, Where do you 
think Piggy learns so much about people?” Randall’s question – from the teacher’s “What” to a 
“How” and “Where” – inspired his peers to suggest answers such as Piggy’s own isolation, his 
assumed independence based on his lack of parents, his “mental toughness.” The culture, as well 
as the particular task, that enabled Randall’s confidence in asking the legitimate – and complex – 
question cannot be underestimated. 
Finally, the unit’s culminating assessment – a paper written outside of class – also moved 
to embrace students’ independent capacities associated with Lord of the Flies. Focused on 
promoting students’ interest in “mak[ing] connections with the world around them,” Mr. 
Crighton and Ms. McKeon had established the following task: “Your final essay for our Lord of 
the Flies unit will establish a link between the themes of Golding’s novel and the modern world 
to explain how the ideas represented in the allegory are still relevant to our time. Select a current 
news story – global, national, or local – and draw parallels between the events and people 
associated with it and the characters and events in Lord of the Flies.” Students presented 
synthesis topics as diverse as modern world crises and the social app Yik Yak; the potential for 
capaciously probing “the themes of Golding’s novel” was clear.11  
Tentative Conclusions 
Recall Rick’s comment that “Lord of the Flies is about kids, you know, kids is not 
complex that you haven’t heard of before, so it’s just something more expected.” How to make 
                                                
11 Perhaps not incidentally, the teachers’ written essay guidelines for students explicitly endorsed 
that the paper move beyond the typical “close reading” practices: “Your conclusion should also 
address how the ideas presented in your essay imply the significance of literature as a reflection 
of human experience rather than just an artifact for close reading.” 
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Lord of the Flies more than “just something more expected”: this is where the text meets the 
classroom context, and encourages our movement toward the best pedagogy possible for reading 
complex texts at sophisticated levels.  
Mr. Crighton articulated to me the tension between appreciating his students’ divergent 
thinking as they read a text and perceiving his unique role as teacher expert: “I just feel like, I 
don’t know, I feel like I’m, I’m here to be a, a guide and a mentor, someone who’s, like, walked 
down the road before, and if I know that, like, you’re headed down toward the swamp, I’m, I’m 
not gonna say, Go see what’s down there, you know what I mean? . . . But I think that I try to be 
very mindful of trying to lead the kids to my own definite interpretation or response to a text. 
Cause there are certain things that, like, yeah, there’s a very limited, sort of, range of rights, you 
know what I mean? Like, you can’t tell that Jack is actually, like, a benevolent, I mean, there’s 
just, there are misreads, and then there’s a little bit of room for variance and interpretation.” 
Appropriating Mr. Crighton’s terms, students appeared to productively dip their toes in the 
swampland at certain points in their classroom work with Lord of the Flies; as during their think-
aloud independent readings, the swampland quite often proved productive and meaningful, 
including in heterogeneous ways. 
Might swimming in the Lord of the Flies swamp have been even more enabled? Despite 
the simplicity of that question, the answer is far from simple: among other reasons is that 
standing on solid ground for certain periods of time did not seem to impede students in swamp-
play when the latter occurred. Indeed, one might assert that the tension between solid ground and 
swamp is desirable, with certain motivational as well as cognitive advantages. Still, with their 
interested and motivated guides – Mr. Crighton and Ms. McKeon – alongside them, the students 
were rarely if ever in danger of being swallowed or lost. Since both logistical and ideological 
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bases exist for the enacted “close reading” pedagogies of the classrooms studied, the following 
chapter explores implications in both realms, and others, with the aim of moving classroom 
discourse to capitalize more maximally on students’ apparent independent capacities for reading 




VIII – CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH, AND 
METHODOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS 
 Ashley McKeon and Bill Crighton represent tens of thousands of their colleagues across 
the United States who day after day enact pedagogy with energy, motivation, and expertise. 
Their, and our, goals – aimed to develop students to the highest levels of literacy – are laudable, 
and their classrooms exciting for students. Now is the time for all of us to maintain existing 
excellence while seeking to take students even further, particularly given what students have 
shown themselves able to accomplish when reading complex literary texts. 
In the qualitative tradition, “the gap between researcher and researched is narrowed,” and 
thus “[s]ubjective and local knowing rather than objectified and distanced ‘truth’ is the goal” 
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 58). Appreciating the necessary contingency of any 
conclusions offered, tentative ones are here offered in relation to the foci of this study’s three 
research questions: a clarified text complexity, a more advanced understanding of text difficulty, 
and the transactional zone as reconceptualized through text complexity and text difficulty.  
A Clarified Text Complexity 
 Advancing the field in relation to the nuances of text complexity as applied to literary 
texts at the secondary level, this study has demonstrated the gross insufficiency of the 
quantitative dimension of text complexity, but, much more importantly, has suggested the factors 
that complicate students’ reading of such texts as well as the strategic habits that enable students 
to move productively through many such complications. 
The Gross Insufficiency of the Quantitative Dimension 
First, students’ readings of Home, The Cask of Amontillado, The Garden of Forking 
Paths, and Lord of the Flies showed consistently that quantitative complexity measurements of 
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literary texts at the secondary level are, at best, of limited utility. Not only were all four of the 
texts more complex in practice than their Flesch-Kincaid or Lexile scores implied; the relative 
placements of the four texts on either scale were not commensurate with the student readers’ 
actual readings of the texts: certainly The Cask of Amontillado was far from the most accessible 
text, as its Flesch-Kincaid score would have suggested, and certainly Home, with the highest 
Lexile score of the four, generated stronger readings than did other of the texts. 
Among other problems, quantitative measurement by its very nature implies that a text 
has fixed qualities not shiftable based on actual student readers, whether they are reading 
independently or in classrooms with others reading the same texts. We know decidedly at this 
point that classroom discourse does make a difference, emphasizing certain text features, 
distorting some, minimizing others, and ignoring still others. Within a “language of possibility” 
(Boyd & Markarian, 2011, p. 527), much is malleable. Further, even when students were 
participating in the think-aloud protocols outside of classroom contexts, their responses to texts 
were far more complicated than quantitative measures represent. 
Potential Realized of the Qualitative Dimension 
 As noted in Chapter III, it is legitimate to observe that schooled student readers came to 
this study’s think-aloud protocols already primed in certain ways, many implicit, of how to 
respond to texts they read. From that perspective, the general classroom context of secondary 
English language arts within their school district was present as they read and responded to texts 
independently. At the same time, what was removed from consideration was the specific 
classroom context of each student’s own English class and how the participants in it were 
responding to specific texts as a group led by the specific teacher. Understood this way, the 
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think-aloud responses of the student readers are illuminating for both the text features that tended 
to stymie them and the text features through which they tended to move productively. 
The frustrating complexities of tone and character. 
 As seen through their readings of The Cask of Amontillado, sustained irony was 
ultimately disabling for the students despite the productive meaning-making strategies that 
worked with other complex texts and that they tried to make work with Poe’s. Since 
characterization was generally of interest to the students, that it was the relationship between the 
narrator and Fortunato that was ironic seemed to create a particular impediment. In contrast, 
although irony can be discerned at moments in Home, The Garden of Forking Paths, and Lord of 
the Flies, the degree of irony, and its significance to the totality of the text, was far greater in 
Poe’s story. The tone and character complexity of The Cask of Amontillado can reasonably be 
linked, it seems, to the narrow linguistic and even organizational features students also voiced as 
problematic in that text; given that similar features were not voiced as being significant 
impediments in the other texts, a reasonable conclusion is that, when larger, content 
understanding could be maintained, it tended to override what might be anticipated to be the 
problematic impacts of other text features. 
Interestingly, for younger readers, Donahue and Foster (2004) have noted that the irony 
of Shirley Jackson’s Charles (1948) eludes weaker readers of the text; if a reader does not 
question the main character Laurie’s motives and positioning when Laurie is speaking to his 
parents, the story breaks down and loses much of its value. Such “[s]ocially complex texts,” to 
use Donahue and Foster’s term, demand particular pedagogical approaches. Given Rabinowitz 
and Bancroft’s (2014) suggestion that irony is most difficult when the content of texts is closest 
to that of students’ own worlds (pp. 26-27), at the secondary English language arts level the 
 
323 
frustrations caused by tone and character complexity should not be diminished, particularly 
given that this study’s student readers were able to do highly productive meaning-making work 
when such complexity was mediated. However, pedagogical “solutions” related to texts with 
tone and character complexity must be attempted cautiously so that students’ capacities for, and 
interests in, independent meaning-making do not get thwarted. A fuller exposition in this regard 
is offered below.  
The productive strategic habits of reading complex literary texts. 
One first has to acknowledge that the think-aloud protocols implemented for this study 
encouraged and rewarded perseverance within a safe space in which the student reader could 
verbalize comments without fear of criticism, which presumably supported students’ 
demonstrated capacity to tolerate ambiguity and to offer contingent, tentative interpretations. 
Struggle and even temporary failure were enabled, and interpretive risks were taken: thus the 
struggle was part, and sometimes an important part, of the conversation. 
As demonstrated in the data analysis, the active and productive struggling of the student 
readers with the complex literary texts led, from the very beginning of reading each text, to a 
wide variance of productive active reading responses, with students often working longitudinally 
toward story coherence while at the same time being able to hold in their minds other story 
elements that did not yet cohere. Against certain pedagogical principles that might suggest that 
students need to have foci and reading purposes narrowed for them, in fact these students could 
and did multi-task on their own. 
Presumably, students’ ability to hold many things in mind while reading – cohering 
some, allowing others to flourish as interesting yet non-cohered story elements – was linked to 
their ability to flexibly foreground and background various text features and story elements while 
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reading. Progressively moving through the complex text perhaps required that not everything 
could be held in the mind’s eye at once; instead, a certain prioritizing was necessitated, with the 
longitudinal breadth of response commentary suggesting that the foregrounding-backgrounding 
process produced diversely rich readings while at the same time it produced fluent ones. 
With the exception of the frustrating complexities of tone and character discussed above, 
the student readers during their think-aloud commentaries were able to work through many – 
though not all – misunderstandings and confusions on their own, which of course links back to 
the students’ willingness to tolerate verbalizing what could ultimately be misunderstandings and 
confusions, rather than to self-censor and potentially limit important textual possibilities. 
Although the aforementioned traits of student reading were clear in the case study 
participants’ initial think-aloud readings, rereading was a particularly salubrious enterprise. 
Rereading appears to pose significant, though not perfect, benefits not otherwise found in initial 
readings of complex texts. Given the foregrounding-backgrounding process, for example, it is 
reasonable to hypothesize that rereading allows certain previously backgrounded thoughts to 
enter the foreground; further, rereading seemed to support more developed story coherence and 
thematizing from the engaged student readers. 
Last but certainly not least is that the traits demonstrated during the think-aloud protocols 
were accomplished by readers of different backgrounds, interests, and cognitive abilities. All 
were able to do important things with complex literary texts, and none was able to do everything. 
A More Advanced Understanding of Text Difficulty 
From a text difficulty perspective, particularly successful classroom moments during the 
Lord of the Flies unit were those in which students were employing the same reading strategies 
that they were employing during their independent think-alouds. That is, they were selecting 
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story elements to talk about; they were offering tentative ways in which those elements could 
cohere; they were interested in others’ ideas and sought verbally to make their own ideas clearer 
as well; rereading itself was implicitly accomplished in part by students’ choosing to return to 
segments of the text during class at natural moments in the discourse. Nystrand (2013) explains 
Bakhtin’s views by writing that “[d]iscourse is dialogic . . . because it is continually structured 
by tension – indeed even conflict – between the conversants, between self and other as one voice 
‘refracts’ the other” (pp. ix-x). In this study, in the richest moments of discourse in the English 
classrooms, students were coming together with exceptionally distinct and differing perspectives 
on various topics and subtopics related to Lord of the Flies, no surprise considering some of the 
same students’ distinct and differing perspectives on the three short story texts read via the think-
aloud methodology. The tension allowed to sit in the air in those classroom moments clearly was 
consonant with the true heterogeneity manifested in students’ more independent reading. 
Other classroom moments deviated in certain problematic ways that Ms. McKeon and 
Mr. Crighton appreciated. They recognized that close reading, as often enacted, may be 
somehow unsatisfactory despite our good intentions, competence, and expertise: “[The students] 
are very aware of what close reading is: here’s a passage, let’s annotate it. No matter how much 
we do it, you know, their actual annotations, their actual markings don’t seem to improve – like 
there’s a lot of underlining meaninglessness.” Ms. McKeon’s and Mr. Crighton’s classrooms 
were certainly filled with energy that mitigated “meaninglessness,” but their turns to certain 
enactments of close reading might be said to have missed, at least some of the time, Alsup’s 
(2013) reminder that “We live in a storied world” necessitating, from the perspective of literary 
texts, “not only . . . critical thinking, close reading, and analytical writing but also . . . personal 
enjoyment, cognitive engagement, and an increased ability to empathize or relate to others” (pp. 
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181-182). Enjoyment, engagement, and empathy were present in Ms. McKeon’s and Mr. 
Crighton’s classrooms, but sometimes mainly as byproducts when “close reading” was stressed. 
Reconceptualizing the Transactional Zone via Text Complexity and Text Difficulty 
Returning to Rosenblatt’s concept of the transactional zone broadens the inquiry back 
from the analytical concepts of text complexity and text difficulty to the real world in which 
student readers transact not just with their texts, but also with their peers and their teacher into, 
through, and around those texts. It is toward the richest transactional zone possible in secondary 
English language arts classrooms that the following comments are offered. 
Acknowledging that the think-aloud methodology brings to the forefront students’ 
schooled practices of reading texts that have become to greater or lesser degrees now natural to 
them, we would do wise to reassess the extent to which our practices engage students in 
moment-by-moment thinking and speaking as they read – with the observation that “moment-by-
moment” in the think-aloud methodology is determined by the student reader and when he or she 
desires to respond, rather than by a teacher expert and his or her desires. If our classroom 
practices are too frequently summative and retrospective, for example, they will inadvertently 
underestimate the potential latent within the reading enactment for students even when they are 
reading complex texts. Though, as discussed in Chapter II, some have conceptualized think-
alouds within the classroom context, those conceptualizations have tended to be toward 
convergent aims, rather than appreciating what positive ramifications divergence in the think-
aloud context can have if applied to the classroom context: by a more sustained effort to elicit 
and care about thinking and speaking by each student during the reading act. 
Alvesson (2002) reminds us that all discourse is situated, and thus “analysis of discourse 
becomes analysis of what people do with language in specific social settings” (p. 68). Even 
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though this study’s think-aloud protocols were conducted outside the context of students’ typical 
English language arts classrooms, they were not strictly decontextualized, but rather differently 
contextualized. The contingency of setting for each tentative conclusion offered here will, of 
course, compel further research into students reading both in their typical contexts for reading 
texts and outside of those contexts. 
In analysis of text complexity as enacted in classroom discourse, this study extends in a 
specific way prior work related to the problematics of “teacher as expert.” In Ms. McKeon’s and 
Mr. Crighton’s classrooms, the expert status of the classroom teacher crept into aspects of oral 
discourse around literary texts even against the impulses of either teacher. The expert-novice 
division between teacher and students appears to be in tension with what student readers can do 
on their own with complex literary texts, and may disadvantage those readers in both short term 
and long term. It is true that for many years overt teacher dominance in the classroom has been 
interrogated from several theoretical and pedagogical perspectives. Yet such work has not tended 
to advance the particular conclusion here that overt teacher dominance may often be supplanted 
by subtle teacher dominance underneath a façade of faux student empowerment. Asking students 
open-ended questions, for example, appeared to be compromised by the teacher moves such as 
selecting text segments for analysis, abridging text segments, recasting student answers in the 
teacher’s mold, etc. 
Complicating matters is that teacher guidance in the classroom is surely necessary at 
some points and at some levels; the seemingly most productive classroom discourse observed in 
this study did involve some teacher discourse. That is consistent with Cazden’s (2001) claim 
that, in context, certain teacher-centered discourse may be more productive than certain student-
centered discourse would have been (p. 46). Yet, as Thompson (2006) has cogently framed the 
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issue, “The implied task for teachers is therefore to understand when their own intervention is 
likely to be most productive . . . and the conditions under which their appropriation and 
reaccentuation of students’ language is most likely to lead to cognitive change” (p. 218). For our 
purposes, “most productive” must be appreciated in terms of advancing students’ capacities to 
read texts of increasing complexity; from that perspective, students’ own language must be 
paramount, with the conditions of teachers’ appropriation and reaccentuation judiciously 
considered and carefully enacted. 
Notably, this shifts emphasis from the general student-centered focus of discourse 
theorists such as Cazden (2001), who frames an important, yet incomplete, “pervasive teaching 
dilemma”: “How to validate a student’s present meaning, often grounded in personal experience, 
while leading the child into additional meanings, and additional ways with words for expressing 
them that reflect more public and educated forms of knowledge” (p. 22). The emphasis, yes, 
ought to be on at least implicit validation of the student’s meaning (implicit because explicitness 
can, as has been seen in this study, suggest domination); at the same time, the “leading” toward 
“additional meanings” is misplaced if it is not predicated on the student being captain, navigator, 
guide, and discoverer. Indeed, “additional meanings” of a text are as likely to be found by, and 
within, the student as by, and within, the teacher; further, if additional meanings are created by 
the teacher via his or her expert and likely multiple readings of the text, they will likely be 
removed and distant from the student as initial reader of the text. The student reader must be 
central meaning-maker, not subsidiary apprentice. 
Classroom discourse practices that are clearly related to the independent reading practices 
outlined above – independent student meaning-making; searching for story coherence as well as 
noticing other interesting story elements; verbalizing contingent, tentative interpretations without 
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critique or penalty – may have more utility than traditionally assumed. Classroom discourse 
practices that distort the complex text  – including abridging the text and simplistically 
conceptualizing it – may be problematic from a text difficulty standpoint. Thompson (2008) has 
indicated the value of “semiotic spaces where [students] can create their own ‘heterogeneous 
texts’ within the texts that they are given” (p. 249). The extension of that idea via this study is 
that such “‘heterogeneous texts’” ought to embrace story elements incompletely, or not at all, 
cohered with others. A certain paradox is therefore required, requiring two things to happen 
simultaneously: the development of story coherence and the development of significant elements 
outside such coherence. The pedagogical tension created by alternate/ing focuses on both 
practices is obvious, particularly because a teacher’s over-emphasis of any one practice may lead 
to students over-privileging that practice in their own readings (Marshall et al., 1995, pp. 32, 36). 
Indeed, the crucible that is the secondary English language arts classroom may benefit from 
attention to what habits and rituals are implicitly, and sometimes inadvertently, privileged for 
students; certain practices may be advantageous on an occasional basis but not on a regular basis, 
and a balancing of perspectives on and into text may be necessary as well. 
Certain typical classroom discourse practices may underestimate what students can do 
with texts on their own, and in fact hinder students’ readings of complex texts more than enable 
or assist them. Students can do a lot on their own with complex texts, and the classroom context 
should take advantage of that, using small and large groups of readers to help students verbalize 
their own emerging ideas while at the same time they listen to and consider others’ ideas, most 
importantly those of their similarly-situated peers. For example, attention to text segments of key 
interest for students is surely important, yet a student’s agency to offer segments of interest will 
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of necessity be tempered by his or her obligation as member of a small or large group to consider 
as well those segments offered by others. 
Subtly, the classroom teacher may inappropriately stress convergence of interpretation; 
when listening to and appreciating others’ ideas turns to an obligation to modify one’s own ideas 
to be consonant with one’s peers – and/or to have one’s peers do the same – unfortunately 
undercut is the essential role of divergence in the reading process. While at any given moment 
the student readers in this study were moving in all sorts of different directions, their eventual 
work was meaningful, even with the relatively inaccessible texts. Had those readers needed to 
converge their interpretations at a particular moment, something would likely have been lost, and 
the more natural reading process would have been damaged by interruption. Attention to 
students’ varying foregrounded observations likely requires the teacher to bracket convergence, 
for not all individual classroom contributions can likely converge at a particular time, if ever 
(Marshall et al., 1995, pp. 21, 53, 126). 
Because students physically join together in classrooms, the idea that they should join 
together in their interpretive work is a logical one, but it must be effectuated exceedingly 
carefully. Classroom discourse practices should support the strong natural interpretive work that 
can occur in heterogeneous settings, contexts, and structures. Certain elements of classroom 
teaching and learning may not necessarily be indicators of such work given an interest in “the 
quality, dynamics and content of talk, regardless of the way classrooms and lessons are 
organised” (Alexander, 2008, p. 23). For example, it is clear that it is possible to have many 
students speaking about what was read, but not in sophisticated or complex ways. Just because 
the students, not the teacher, are doing much of the speaking does not mean that the discourse is 
at sufficiently high levels. Thompson (2008) has written of the power of the “dynamic, dialogical 
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interaction of competing structures” that produces “internal heterogeneity” within even single 
statements made by students (p. 244); this study’s work supports the extension of that concept 
into statements made by students in discourse with one another and with their teacher. 
Heterogeneity is fostered by philosophies and instantiations of those philosophies, not merely by 
structures or by populations within classrooms. Fortunately, heterogeneity properly conceived 
and effectuated also brings learners together in a joint atmosphere of perseverance through a 
complex text; the suspected positive emotional energy of such work should not be 
underestimated. 
Heterogeneity as conceptualized in this way is not easy. Immediately arise the general 
considerations relevant to adolescents offering individual, and sometimes unique, contributions 
within a community of peers and adult. Additionally, offering one’s ideas in conversation with 
others presents the possibility that one’s interpretations may change as a result of the discourse 
(Hynds, 1990, p. 165), a result sometimes desirable, sometimes undesirable. As discussed, while 
that possibility – a natural outgrowth of sharing one’s ideas about texts with others – should be 
entertained, special care should be taken not to force it. 
As opposed to what some New Critics in twenty-first-century clothing would assert, it is 
simply untrue that an interest in the reader must of necessity cause a disinterest in the text. This 
study’s data collected from both the decontextualized think-alouds and the contextualized 
classroom discourse validate that complex texts can be read productively in classroom contexts 
with attention to individual readers’ responses to those texts. Particularly given that the case 
study participants were able to achieve strong independent readings of the decontextualized 
texts, the argument can be made that the classroom context need not be the space for teacher 
directedness in that arena; rather, valorizing true reader response and inquiry has value. 
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Ehrenworth (2013), linking literary texts to “[d]iscernment, perception, and heightened 
awareness,” aims classrooms toward “ a constant, quiet questioning of the text, of the reader’s 
response, and of the meanings that emerge in this interaction” (p. 17). In such an iteration text 
and reader are both valued; attention to both supports Rabinowitz and Bancroft’s (2014) 
advocacy of “a position that inhabits a middle ground (but not a compromise) between formalism 
and reader-response criticism” (p. 8). Texts must matter to readers, and readers must matter to 
texts; both are changed in productive enactments of the reading act. A classroom predicated on 
supple student-centered response to texts that are read would seem highly defensible. In fact, 
foregrounding the reading process might well lead to “students as full-fledged conversants” in an 
ongoing “current of verbal intercourse” that engages in, as opposed to runs away from or totally 
subverts, “cognitive conflict” (Nystrand & Gamoran, 1997, pp. 73, 74, 102). The richness of 
complex literary texts deserves nothing less. 
Important complications must be understood and further probed, however, lest one ignore 
the public-school realities of English education in the twenty-first century. For example, without 
a doubt certain logistical issues, many outside the control of the classroom teacher, can be 
interpreted as impeding sophisticated pedagogical work from a text difficulty perspective. That 
Mr. Crighton and Ms. McKeon each taught over two dozen students per class certainly 
compromised the degree to which they could attend to individual student perspectives on texts 
read. A certain collectivization of students is almost imperative when the reality of the classroom 
brings so many different adolescents into close quarters, and thus what appear to be ideological 
pedagogical decisions may well be more logistical. 
It is also possible that certain professional practices that tend to be valorized could be 
interrogated from the perspective of maximizing the value of the reading act within the 
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transactional zone. Bringing together teachers to share and develop curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment, for instance, is laudable for many reasons; however, if those teachers felt the need 
for consistency with one another’s practice, one might advance that sensitivity to the special 
nuances of one’s lived classroom life with one’s particular students could be compromised. 
From a similar perspective, curricular demands including those related to scope and 
sequence might unintentionally yet problematically favor breadth of coverage over depth. If a 
teacher feels an urge to move through a text in a pre-specified, and particularly if brief, period of 
time, opportunities for students to explore parts of texts in depth could well be undercut. Of 
course, depth ought not be over-privileged at the expense of breadth; one could imagine systems 
and structures that inadvertently would cause over-lingering on certain text segments with, at 
some point, diminishing returns in terms of effectuating any story coherence possibilities. 
Consideration of breadth versus depth suggests another important productive tension and balance 
in the secondary English language arts classroom, one that is also, certainly, contextual. 
Considering curriculum, the relationship of longer texts to shorter texts is a complication 
in the background of many English language arts contexts, including those established for this 
study. While it may certainly be tempting on one level based on the conclusions suggested by the 
think-aloud data to suggest greater classroom attention to students’ divergent unique readings of 
texts, that aim would seem quite difficult to accomplish meaningfully when the text is not a short 
story, but a 200-page novel. The classroom teachers for this study did pursue Lord of the Flies in 
meaningful ways; while additional meaningful ways might be recommended, would those be as 
reasonable in the context of a novel as they appear in the context of a short story? As curricula 
introduce students to varied genres of literary texts, appropriate pedagogical moves might likely 
shift in hitherto unexplored ways. 
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Additionally, it would seem impossible to consider the transactional zone in any 
meaningful sense without recognizing its complicated relationship to motivation. One could 
characterize the students in this study as motivated largely by desires to do well in school that 
sprung from sources outside the environment (e.g., parents and anticipated future colleges) as 
well as from sources inside the environment (e.g., teachers and grades). Less motivated, or 
differently motivated, students would presumably require pedagogical moves differently 
balancing cognitive interests and motivational ones. Further, it is legitimate to suggest that the 
motivation of these case study students did not seem to stem mainly from personal or emotive 
connection to the texts they read; motivating them toward more lived-text aims of literacy could 
necessitate quite other pedagogical moves. 
Despite the complications, a mix of ideological and logistical, of reconceptualizing the 
transactional zone, the obligation appears clear. The particular nuances of complex literary texts 
would seem to need to be a more prominent part of the pedagogical conversation, for example. 
Certainly, the particular complexities of complex tone and characterization observed here 
suggest that greater guiding attention to such text features, when present, would be beneficial. 
Additionally, this study suggests the need to pay careful attention to both text coherence and text 
redundancy in action. Both concepts, text coherence and text redundancy, have been 
underexamined in prior work, yet seemed to have important implications for students’ readings 
analyzed in this study. 
Text coherence has been advanced theoretically through the lens of “standard for 
coherence” (Perfetti, Landi, & Oakhill, 2005, p. 233, emphasis in original), with coherence 
referring to the degree to which text clearly connects from sentence to sentence and across the 
whole. Better readers, it is claimed, are able to tolerate less explicit textual coherence by being 
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skilled at generating their own inferences about text, both from sentence to sentence and across 
the whole (pp. 232-233). Besides locating the standard for coherence within individual readers, 
one can also locate it in texts themselves, building on the hypothesis that more complex texts are 
likely to possess fewer internal coherences and demand more inferential load on the part of their 
readers. Not so incidentally, Perfetti et al. also promote the student as active agent in the 
classroom, necessitating teachers to engage in the “long-term process” of helping students 
“[i]nternaliz[e] externally delivered procedures so that they become a habit” (p. 245). The data 
collected and analyzed in this study validate the role of text coherence in productive reading of 
literary texts, particularly given that the student readers sought story coherence over and over 
again. To the extent that classroom discourse, oral and written, can assist students in building 
text coherence – recognizing diversity and heterogeneity along the way – much might be 
accomplished. 
A concept related to text coherence is text redundancy, yet the two concepts ought not be 
conflated. While a text might be both redundant and coherent, with the redundancy contributing 
to the coherence, the data collected and analyzed in this study reveal that redundancy can 
sometimes not support coherence, with The Cask of Amontillado’s six-times-repeated “my 
friend” being a prominent example. That Poe’s text is redundant did not assist any student in 
developing a productive, meaningful story coherence. Classroom discourse, oral and written, 
could play a role in encouraging students to read their readings, as it were, paying attention to 
what leads to their developments of story coherence, entertaining alternate possibilities as well. 
Toward that aim, the differential effects of varying complex literary texts must be considered, 
with the possibility that the reading of a text such as The Cask of Amontillado will need to be 
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supported in ways different from those supporting the reading of a text such as Home. How, and 
at what times, can peer-to-peer discourse help students in their own readings, for example?    
The nuances of text complexity and text redundancy, and their influences on student 
readers of literary texts at the secondary level, are related to the notion that there may be more 
entry points into, through, and around certain texts than into, through, and around others. The 
“my friend” uttered repeatedly by Poe’s narrator ended up being prominent on every path taken 
by a student reader of that text; by contrast, although certain moments of Chekhov’s text did 
stymie the readers, legitimate and productively meaningful paths through Home did not 
necessitate that those particular moments be accommodated. Here again one is returned to the 
complexity of content and the apparent conclusion that some literature can be entered and poked 
around in more flexibly than can others. 
 Despite the certain imprecision of “pok[ing] around,” all of us would be wise to consider 
the problematics of certain fashionable yet deleterious metaphors surrounding the reading 
process. One is the metaphor of a staircase, often now currently invoked to represent how 
students should read successively more complex texts over time (cf. Frey & Fisher, 2013b, p. 
19), yet a typical staircase allows for much more vertical movement than it does horizontal 
movement, suggesting a rigid linearity to text complexity and to its contextual enactments in text 
difficulty, neither of which is supported by the data collected and analyzed in this study. 
Elsewhere, Frey and Fisher use a ladder to represent the development of reading texts in the 
language arts context (2013b, p. 15), and an Icelandic expedition guide to represent the teacher’s 
role in that context (2013a, p. 34). Yet the ladder is even more restrictive of divergent movement 
than is the staircase, and, as appealing as it may be to consider the reading act as a journey 
through unfamiliar terrain that ultimately opens up new vistas of possibility, in reality a reader’s 
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journey is almost certainly far more open to lines of flight than was the authors’ journey with 
their guide in Langjökull: indeed, while Frey and Fisher praise their guide for moving them away 
from a crevasse, what might happen if one’s students explored precisely there? 
Implications for Further Research 
Two discrete elements of the reading act were revealed by this study and merit the field’s 
further attention: rereading, and reading rate. Initially serendipitously, this study revealed the 
significant benefits of students rereading complex literary texts, even without any intervening 
“expert” guidance, framing, or questioning. Although rereading can easily be conceptualized 
within the classroom context, its nuances deserve further examination. For example, if students 
are assigned to read a text chapter for homework, and then pay attention to particular segments 
of that chapter during class the next day, what is enabled through that rereading? Is the impact of 
rereading affected by how a student’s initial reading proceeds? And what is enabled, and what 
disabled, through alternate conceptions of rereading that can be enacted contextually in the 
secondary English language arts classroom? 
Additionally, while not a direct focus of this study, significant variance in independent 
meaning-making reading rate was evident among student case study participants, with some 
students reading meaningfully at nearly ten times the rate at which other students read 
meaningfully. Such variance could be accommodated by the think-aloud protocols, but the 
classroom implications are startling. What happens when students with such a wide range of 
reading rate are assigned to read twenty-five pages of text? What are alternate conceptions of 
reading tasks that can both accommodate the variance and strengthen the slower readers’ rates 
while building upon their strategic successes? What is enabled, and what disabled, through 
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various approaches in the secondary English language arts context to this particular 
differentiation need? 
As rereading and reading rate became implicated in this study as important elements of 
the reading act, written discourse related to the reading of text was less implicated. Nystrand, 
Gamoran, Kachur, and Prendergast (1997) have observed that, although “talking to learn” is 
quite important given the “dynamic social and epistemic process of constructing and negotiating 
knowledge,” it has typically received quite scant attention compared to “writing to learn” (pp. 
xiii-iv). In this study, written discourse was relatively limited in quantity and variety compared to 
oral discourse; although students’ mid-novel writings on Lord of the Flies focused them on 
analyzing Golding’s text closely, and their final writings on the novel engaged them in creative 
analytical synthesis of the text, more sustained analysis of various types of classroom written 
discourse and their relationships to the reading act would be valuable. If our assessments of and 
for students are inappropriate, the damage is perhaps twofold: (1) we may inaccurately gauge 
student reading capacity; and (2) we may turn students away from the very kind of close reading, 
thinking, and speaking work that would most help them grow as readers, both short-term and 
long-term. 
Beyond further investigating rereading, reading rate, and written discourse in relation to 
reading in the secondary English language arts context, the field would do well to consider how 
literary texts may be read differently from non-literary texts. With a certain momentum since the 
publication of the CCSS propelling “informational” texts into secondary classrooms, including 
secondary English language arts classrooms, what may be the consequences? For example, this 
study has revealed that certain complex features of literary texts, including tone and character 
complexities, are those unlikely to be found in those texts typically described as informational. 
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Particularly relevant to the consideration of irony’s complexity, Vipond and Hunt (1984) have 
presented that an aspect of the most successful readers of literary texts is that they “realize that 
what is presented in the text – including the actions and beliefs of the characters – cannot be 
taken at face value but instead must be interpreted in light of the fact that the characters are mere 
creations of an intentional being” (p. 272, emphasis in original). From that perspective, that 
Poe’s narrator is actually anything but serious when he repeatedly calls Fortunato his “friend” is 
an interpretive observation critically important to any developing coherent understanding of 
Poe’s story text. If the goal were content acquisition – presume, for some reason, one oddly 
assigned to read Poe’s text to gain informational knowledge about the dimensions of catacombs 
– the appreciation of such irony would be hardly necessary, and probably distractionary. Thus, 
the increasing prevalence of informational texts in secondary classrooms – coupled with, 
perhaps, effective means of teaching informational reading – has the potential to overshadow and 
even subsume the quite different effective means of reading literary texts. As schools embrace 
the teaching of informational texts to a higher and higher degree, the field is ripe for research that 
ethnographically studies students across subject areas, and the extent to which their reading 
strategies become adjusted to various text traits as embedded and reflected within classroom 
discourse surrounding the reading of texts. 
Regardless of the danger of constructing what is admittedly a somewhat artificial binary 
between literary and informational texts, Applebee (2013), commenting recently on the CCSS 
interest in reading and writing across the disciplines, including the significant integration of 
informational texts across the disciplines, writes importantly: “The emphasis on reading and 
writing in the disciplines . . . recognizes that there are some fundamentally different expectations 
about making appropriate interpretations, building effective arguments, and mustering relevant 
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evidence in the various academic disciplines” (p. 27). If students, encountering and being helped 
to read a greater quantity of informational texts, are not educated about the “fundamentally 
different expectations” of non-fiction versus fiction, they will be more likely than ever prepared 
to read literary texts like they would informational texts. Yet, as Zunshine (2015) has asserted, 
“Literary texts always function on a higher level of sociocognitive complexity than do 
informational texts; moreover, they can achieve this higher level without the explicit use of 
metacognitive terms” (p. 12). Even more incumbent upon secondary English language arts 
educators, therefore, is to embrace and support the particular, differentiated complexities of 
literary texts in a sustained embedded way. If that does not occur, the likelihood exists that 
students’ abilities to read literary texts with competence will be stunted, and even atrophy. If 
literary texts are even implicitly or inadvertently framed or situated as objects, rather than as for 
enabling of higher purposes related to language and life, the purpose apprehended for reading 
will be quite constrained. 
It would also be legitimate to investigate further the impact of text selection on the 
enactment of text complexity and text difficulty. Lord of the Flies has been in the canon for 
several decades at this point, while new texts arise annually for classroom consideration. Given 
what can be learned about how adolescents read complex literary texts, how can that relate to the 
texts we choose to have them read in school, and to how we ask them to read those texts? How 
do different complex literary texts enable certain teaching and learning practices, and disable 
others? 
 It is entirely legitimate to reassert that, consistent with ideal case selection, this study was 
accomplished in a context without the complications of several factors that can significantly 
impact teaching and learning. Perhaps most importantly, the demographic selectivity meant that 
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students, not just during my ethnographic involvement, but for the many years of their schooling, 
were industrious and motivated to work hard in their classrooms, to succeed at the tasks they 
were assigned, and to meet the apparent expectations of their teachers. As discussed, these traits 
did not consistently manifest themselves, but still the field would benefit from examining the 
extent to which students’ reading responses, within and outside of classroom contexts, are 
schooled behaviors rather than natural behaviors. Further, in contexts necessitating differential 
approaches to literacy, how are both text complexity and text difficulty enacted? 
Additionally, the classroom teachers who participated in this study were aligned in their 
general philosophies and pedagogies related to the reading act, at least in terms of the 
manifestations of those in terms of their teaching of Lord of the Flies. Both were generally 
satisfied with the district curriculum for the tenth-grade course, a curriculum they had been 
involved in writing, both felt an alignment between that curriculum and their enacted practices, 
and both were satisfied with the interest, motivation, and performance of their students. Further 
productive work could investigate how divergences among philosophies, articulated curricula, 
and enacted practices manifest themselves in the reading act as enacted within classroom 
discourse. Zancanella’s (1991) investigation revealed the greater problematics inherent when 
official mandates interfere with teachers’ own senses of effective pedagogies (pp. 20, 23); would 
the impact of such on the reading act as enacted with complex literary texts be just as great, or 
possibly even greater? The significance of that question in the CCSS world of multiplying 





 Given the hitherto underutilized potential of think-aloud methodology to investigate the 
reading act, particularly at the secondary level, methodological reflections are offered here with 
the particular goal of enabling further research. 
What was decidedly true was that the think-aloud methodology enabled a paying-
attention-to-ordinary-students that is rarely actualized in education, despite current interests in 
differentiation. The paucity of Yasmin’s global “What’s your overall sense of the text?” response 
first validates the moment-by-moment nature of the implemented think-aloud protocol, as 
compared to protocols in which retrospective commentary is elicited. At the same time, it 
suggests the problematics of retrospective commentary of text, a trend to be paid attention to in 
future research. Indeed, although the “What’s your overall sense of the text?” question was 
designed, per Ericsson (1988, p. 302), as an additional data point in relation to each student’s 
overall understanding of the text read, students’ responses to the question were far more general 
than the strong and precise work of those same students’ think-aloud commentaries revealed. In 
their ultimate generality, students’ responses suggested a range of interpretation of “sense of the 
text,” some replying with thematic meaning, others with interesting text features, others with 
complex elements of the story. In this particular set of protocols, any of those foci could have 
had relevance, but for comparative purposes, “sense” by itself may have been too broad; further 
work might consider the value of slightly more specific prompts that align student answers at 
least in the same domain or domains. 
While the think-aloud protocols certainly generated significant valuable data, the short 
story text formatting did omit information, such as texts’ dates and publication, and authors’ 
birth and death dates, that could have potentially enabled certain reading strategies of the 
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students. Narrowing the basis for commentary ultimately still produced a sizable data field, but it 
likely would be possible to include such omitted information in future work without harm, and 
perhaps with benefit. 
In early design stages of this study, it was planned that case study students, subsequent to 
independent completions of the think-aloud protocols, would join together in small-group 
contexts to discuss a text read first independently. Time and schedule constraints did not permit 
that design element to continue in this study, but given the anticipated differential impacts of 
varied text discourse structures on the enactment of text difficulty, and the important theoretical 
and pedagogical implications that could follow, future research could well pursue such 
differential and/or additional protocol response structures. 
Given the importance of teachers to the learning process, and to this study, it must be 
emphasized that, as predicted by Hamel (2003), the case study teachers appeared to benefit 
professionally from ongoing conversations with me, including both as part of the think-aloud 
methodology and in reviewing classroom transcripts in analytical discourse with me. One teacher 
commented on such during one interview:  
These [transcripts] are valuable because, even though I do remember things, one of the 
things that I realize, and, you know, I’m someone, like, I’m, I’m, like, not even four years 
into my career, like, I’m constantly trying to improve, and so one of the things that I 
realized, and even when you get observed by an administrator, you know, they’ll give 
you feedback, but you don’t actually see what you’ve done, and when I see myself, like, 
translating kids’ answers or cutting them off and, you know, then, like, I’ve got to work 
on that, I’ve got to work on that, I’ve got to work on that. And similarly, when I see, you 
know, when I see that I haven’t been clear, no, I think, I think it’s really valuable. It 
doesn’t always make me feel great, but I think it’s valuable. 
 
Asked to comment on their pedagogical choices, the case study teachers opened up significant 
new avenues of their own retrospection, such as when one considered the follow-up comments 
made to a student response: “That’s a weakness of mine, where I sort of translate the kids, and I 
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might be changing what they’re meaning.” Certainly schools could capitalize more on 
transcripted discourse, and sustained reflection upon it, as a means of teacher professional 
development; from a researcher perspective, the potentially valuable data elicited through such 
means should also be capitalized upon. 
 In member checking subsequent to final data analysis, one of the case study teachers 
commented in this pedagogical way on the provisional conclusions offered: “We assume our 
kids read, they get it, and if they don’t, they ask us for guidance/clarification. This [analysis] 
helps me understand their process more – places more value on the opportunities to read like this 
in class . . . or to develop activities where kids could respond more to what they are reading.” 
The teacher’s reflections became more global as they continued: “As a whole, we need to help 
our kids focus – slowing down is uncomfortable for teachers. We need more time to reread, 
revise, rethink . . . how do we encourage this in our classroom?” 
“We need more time to reread, revise, rethink . . . how do we encourage this in our 
classroom?” – that is, finally, the question to be asked by all of us, along with the proper 
motivation to ask it. “Close reading” as a mantra must shift toward a greater, broader purpose; 
the “doing” of close reading within and outside of all of our classroom contexts commends our 
stronger attention not simply to what adolescents ought to do when they read complex texts, but 
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Text Complexity Questionnaire 
Please	  answer	   this	  question	   in	  writing.	  You	  may	  refer	   to	   the	  story	  you’ve	  read	   if	  
you	  choose.	  
	  
How	  difficult	  of	  a	  story	  do	  you	  believe	  [insert	  here	  name	  of	  short	  story]	  is?	  Why	  do	  you	  





Please	  answer	  each	  question	  by	  circling	  the	  appropriate	  number.	  You	  may	  refer	  to	  
the	  story	  you’ve	  read	  if	  you	  choose.	  
	  
The	  author’s	  style	  of	  language	  in	  the	  story	  was	  difficult.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
The	  meaning	  of	  this	  story	  was	  difficult.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
The	  organization	  of	  this	  story	  was	  difficult.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
The	  sentence	  structure	  of	  this	  story	  was	  difficult.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
The	  vocabulary	  of	  this	  story	  was	  difficult.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
This	  language	  of	  this	  story	  was	  similar	  to	  the	  language	  my	  friends	  and	  I	  use.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
The	  experiences	  in	  this	  story	  were	  similar	  to	  experiences	  I	  have	  had.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
I	  could	  understand	  this	  story’s	  references	  to	  other	  cultures	  and/or	  other	  literature.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
I	  could	  understand	  the	  relationships	  among	  characters	  in	  this	  story.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  





by Anton Chekhov 
 “Someone came from the Grigoryevs’ to fetch a book, but I said you were not at home. 
The postman brought the newspaper and two letters. By the way, Yevgeny Petrovitch, I should 
like to ask you to speak to Seryozha. To-day, and the day before yesterday, I have noticed that he 
is smoking. When I began to expostulate with him, he put his fingers in his ears as usual, and 
sang loudly to drown my voice.”  
Yevgeny Petrovitch Bykovsky, the prosecutor of the circuit court, who had just come 
back from a session and was taking off his gloves in his study, looked at the governess as she 
made her report, and laughed.  
“Seryozha smoking . . .” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “I can picture the little cherub 
with a cigarette in his mouth! Why, how old is he?”  
“Seven. You think it is not important, but at his age smoking is a bad and pernicious 
habit, and bad habits ought to be eradicated in the beginning.”  
“Perfectly true. And where does he get the tobacco?”  
“He takes it from the drawer in your table.”  
“Yes? In that case, send him to me.”  
When the governess had gone out, Bykovsky sat down in an arm-chair before his writing-
table, shut his eyes, and fell to thinking. He pictured his Seryozha with a huge cigar, a yard long, 
in the midst of clouds of tobacco smoke, and this caricature made him smile; at the same time, 
the grave, troubled face of the governess called up memories of the long past, half-forgotten time 
when smoking aroused in his teachers and parents a strange, not quite intelligible horror. It really 
was horror. Children were mercilessly flogged and expelled from school, and their lives were 
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made a misery on account of smoking, though not a single teacher or father knew exactly what 
was the harm or sinfulness of smoking. Even very intelligent people did not scruple to wage war 
on a vice which they did not understand. Yevgeny Petrovitch remembered the head-master of the 
high school, a very cultured and good-natured old man, who was so appalled when he found a 
high-school boy with a cigarette in his mouth that he turned pale, immediately summoned an 
emergency committee of the teachers, and sentenced the sinner to expulsion. This was probably a 
law of social life: the less an evil was understood, the more fiercely and coarsely it was attacked.  
The prosecutor remembered two or three boys who had been expelled and their 
subsequent life, and could not help thinking that very often the punishment did a great deal more 
harm than the crime itself. The living organism has the power of rapidly adapting itself, growing 
accustomed and inured to any atmosphere whatever, otherwise man would be bound to feel at 
every moment what an irrational basis there often is underlying his rational activity, and how 
little of established truth and certainty there is even in work so responsible and so terrible in its 
effects as that of the teacher, of the lawyer, of the writer. . . .  
And such light and discursive thoughts as visit the brain only when it is weary and resting 
began straying through Yevgeny Petrovitch’s head; there is no telling whence and why they 
come, they do not remain long in the mind, but seem to glide over its surface without sinking 
deeply into it. For people who are forced for whole hours, and even days, to think by routine in 
one direction, such free private thinking affords a kind of comfort, an agreeable solace.  
It was between eight and nine o’clock in the evening. Overhead, on the second storey, 
someone was walking up and down, and on the floor above that four hands were playing scales. 
The pacing of the man overhead who, to judge from his nervous step, was thinking of something 
harassing, or was suffering from toothache, and the monotonous scales gave the stillness of the 
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evening a drowsiness that disposed to lazy reveries. In the nursery, two rooms away, the 
governess and Seryozha were talking.  
“Pa-pa has come!” carolled the child. “Papa has co-ome. Pa! Pa! Pa!”  
“Votre père vous appelle, allez vite!” cried the governess, shrill as a frightened bird. “I 
am speaking to you!”  
“What am I to say to him, though?” Yevgeny Petrovitch wondered.  
But before he had time to think of anything whatever his son Seryozha, a boy of seven, 
walked into the study.  
He was a child whose sex could only have been guessed from his dress: weakly, white-
faced, and fragile. He was limp like a hot-house plant, and everything about him seemed 
extraordinarily soft and tender: his movements, his curly hair, the look in his eyes, his velvet 
jacket.  
“Good evening, papa!” he said, in a soft voice, clambering on to his father’s knee and 
giving him a rapid kiss on his neck. “Did you send for me?”  
“Excuse me, Sergey Yevgenitch,” answered the prosecutor, removing him from his knee. 
“Before kissing we must have a talk, and a serious talk . . . I am angry with you, and don’t love 
you any more. I tell you, my boy, I don’t love you, and you are no son of mine. . . .”  
Seryozha looked intently at his father, then shifted his eyes to the table, and shrugged his 
shoulders.  
“What have I done to you?” he asked in perplexity, blinking. “I haven’t been in your 
study all day, and I haven’t touched anything.”  
“Natalya Semyonovna has just been complaining to me that you have been smoking. . . . 
Is it true? Have you been smoking?”  
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“Yes, I did smoke once. . . . That’s true. . . .”  
“Now you see you are lying as well,” said the prosecutor, frowning to disguise a smile. 
“Natalya Semyonovna has seen you smoking twice. So you see you have been detected in three 
misdeeds: smoking, taking someone else’s tobacco, and lying. Three faults.”  
“Oh yes,” Seryozha recollected, and his eyes smiled. “That’s true, that’s true; I smoked 
twice: to-day and before.”  
“So you see it was not once, but twice. . . . I am very, very much displeased with you! 
You used to be a good boy, but now I see you are spoilt and have become a bad one.”  
Yevgeny Petrovitch smoothed down Seryozha’s collar and thought:  
“What more am I to say to him!”  
“Yes, it’s not right,” he continued. “I did not expect it of you. In the first place, you ought 
not to take tobacco that does not belong to you. Every person has only the right to make use of 
his own property; if he takes anyone else’s . . . he is a bad man!” (“I am not saying the right 
thing!” thought Yevgeny Petrovitch.) “For instance, Natalya Semyonovna has a box with her 
clothes in it. That’s her box, and we -- that is, you and I -- dare not touch it, as it is not ours. 
That’s right, isn’t it? You’ve got toy horses and pictures. . . . I don’t take them, do I? Perhaps I 
might like to take them, but . . . they are not mine, but yours!”  
“Take them if you like!” said Seryozha, raising his eyebrows. “Please don’t hesitate, 
papa, take them! That yellow dog on your table is mine, but I don’t mind. . . . Let it stay.”  
“You don’t understand me,” said Bykovsky. “You have given me the dog, it is mine now 
and I can do what I like with it; but I didn’t give you the tobacco! The tobacco is mine.” (“I am 
not explaining properly!” thought the prosecutor. “It’s wrong! Quite wrong!”) “If I want to 
smoke someone else’s tobacco, I must first of all ask his permission. . . .”  
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Languidly linking one phrase on to another and imitating the language of the nursery, 
Bykovsky tried to explain to his son the meaning of property. Seryozha gazed at his chest and 
listened attentively (he liked talking to his father in the evening), then he leaned his elbow on the 
edge of the table and began screwing up his short-sighted eyes at the papers and the inkstand. His 
eyes strayed over the table and rested on the gum-bottle.  
“Papa, what is gum made of?” he asked suddenly, putting the bottle to his eyes.  
Bykovsky took the bottle out of his hands and set it in its place and went on:  
“Secondly, you smoke. . . . That’s very bad. Though I smoke it does not follow that you 
may. I smoke and know that it is stupid, I blame myself and don’t like myself for it.” (“A clever 
teacher, I am!” he thought.) “Tobacco is very bad for the health, and anyone who smokes dies 
earlier than he should. It’s particularly bad for boys like you to smoke. Your chest is weak, you 
haven’t reached your full strength yet, and smoking leads to consumption and other illness in 
weak people. Uncle Ignat died of consumption, you know. If he hadn’t smoked, perhaps he 
would have lived till now.”  
Seryozha looked pensively at the lamp, touched the lamp-shade with his finger, and 
heaved a sigh.  
“Uncle Ignat played the violin splendidly!” he said. “His violin is at the Grigoryevs’ 
now.”  
Seryozha leaned his elbows on the edge of the table again, and sank into thought. His 
white face wore a fixed expression, as though he were listening or following a train of thought of 
his own; distress and something like fear came into his big staring eyes. He was most likely 
thinking now of death, which had so lately carried off his mother and Uncle Ignat. Death carries 
mothers and uncles off to the other world, while their children and violins remain upon the earth. 
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The dead live somewhere in the sky beside the stars, and look down from there upon the earth. 
Can they endure the parting?  
“What am I to say to him?” thought Yevgeny Petrovitch. “He’s not listening to me. 
Obviously he does not regard either his misdoings or my arguments as serious. How am I to 
drive it home?”  
The prosecutor got up and walked about the study.  
“Formerly, in my time, these questions were very simply settled,” he reflected. “Every 
urchin who was caught smoking was thrashed. The cowardly and faint-hearted did actually give 
up smoking, any who were somewhat more plucky and intelligent, after the thrashing took to 
carrying tobacco in the legs of their boots, and smoking in the barn. When they were caught in 
the barn and thrashed again, they would go away to smoke by the river . . . and so on, till the boy 
grew up. My mother used to give me money and sweets not to smoke. Now that method is 
looked upon as worthless and immoral. The modern teacher, taking his stand on logic, tries to 
make the child form good principles, not from fear, nor from desire for distinction or reward, but 
consciously.”  
While he was walking about, thinking, Seryozha climbed up with his legs on a chair 
sideways to the table, and began drawing. That he might not spoil official paper nor touch the 
ink, a heap of half-sheets, cut on purpose for him, lay on the table together with a blue pencil.  
“Cook was chopping up cabbage to-day and she cut her finger,” he said, drawing a little 
house and moving his eyebrows. “She gave such a scream that we were all frightened and ran 
into the kitchen. Stupid thing! Natalya Semyonovna told her to dip her finger in cold water, but 
she sucked it . . . And how could she put a dirty finger in her mouth! That’s not proper, you 
know, papa!”  
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Then he went on to describe how, while they were having dinner, a man with a hurdy-
gurdy had come into the yard with a little girl, who had danced and sung to the music.  
“He has his own train of thought!” thought the prosecutor. “He has a little world of his 
own in his head, and he has his own ideas of what is important and unimportant. To gain 
possession of his attention, it’s not enough to imitate his language, one must also be able to think 
in the way he does. He would understand me perfectly if I really were sorry for the loss of the 
tobacco, if I felt injured and cried. . . . That’s why no one can take the place of a mother in 
bringing up a child, because she can feel, cry, and laugh together with the child. One can do 
nothing by logic and morality. What more shall I say to him? What?”  
And it struck Yevgeny Petrovitch as strange and absurd that he, an experienced advocate, 
who spent half his life in the practice of reducing people to silence, forestalling what they had to 
say, and punishing them, was completely at a loss and did not know what to say to the boy.  
“I say, give me your word of honour that you won’t smoke again,” he said.  
“Word of hon-nour!” carolled Seryozha, pressing hard on the pencil and bending over the 
drawing. “Word of hon-nour!”  
“Does he know what is meant by word of honour?” Bykovsky asked himself. “No, I am a 
poor teacher of morality! If some schoolmaster or one of our legal fellows could peep into my 
brain at this moment he would call me a poor stick, and would very likely suspect me of 
unnecessary subtlety. . . . But in school and in court, of course, all these wretched questions are 
far more simply settled than at home; here one has to do with people whom one loves beyond 
everything, and love is exacting and complicates the question. If this boy were not my son, but 
my pupil, or a prisoner on his trial, I should not be so cowardly, and my thoughts would not be 
racing all over the place!”  
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Yevgeny Petrovitch sat down to the table and pulled one of Seryozha’s drawings to him. 
In it there was a house with a crooked roof, and smoke which came out of the chimney like a 
flash of lightning in zigzags up to the very edge of the paper; beside the house stood a soldier 
with dots for eyes and a bayonet that looked like the figure 4.  
“A man can’t be taller than a house,” said the prosecutor.  
Seryozha got on his knee, and moved about for some time to get comfortably settled 
there.  
“No, papa!” he said, looking at his drawing. “If you were to draw the soldier small you 
would not see his eyes.”  
Ought he to argue with him? From daily observation of his son the prosecutor had 
become convinced that children, like savages, have their own artistic standpoints and 
requirements peculiar to them, beyond the grasp of grown-up people. Had he been attentively 
observed, Seryozha might have struck a grown-up person as abnormal. He thought it possible 
and reasonable to draw men taller than houses, and to represent in pencil, not only objects, but 
even his sensations. Thus he would depict the sounds of an orchestra in the form of smoke like 
spherical blurs, a whistle in the form of a spiral thread. . . . To his mind sound was closely 
connected with form and colour, so that when he painted letters he invariably painted the letter L 
yellow, M red, A black, and so on.  
Abandoning his drawing, Seryozha shifted about once more, got into a comfortable 
attitude, and busied himself with his father’s beard. First he carefully smoothed it, then he parted 
it and began combing it into the shape of whiskers.  
“Now you are like Ivan Stepanovitch,” he said, “and in a minute you will be like our 
porter. Papa, why is it porters stand by doors? Is it to prevent thieves getting in?”  
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The prosecutor felt the child’s breathing on his face, he was continually touching his hair 
with his cheek, and there was a warm soft feeling in his soul, as soft as though not only his hands 
but his whole soul were lying on the velvet of Seryozha’s jacket.  
He looked at the boy’s big dark eyes, and it seemed to him as though from those wide 
pupils there looked out at him his mother and his wife and everything that he had ever loved.  
“To think of thrashing him . . .” he mused. “A nice task to devise a punishment for him! 
How can we undertake to bring up the young? In old days people were simpler and thought less, 
and so settled problems boldly. But we think too much, we are eaten up by logic. . . . The more 
developed a man is, the more he reflects and gives himself up to subtleties, the more undecided 
and scrupulous he becomes, and the more timidity he shows in taking action. How much courage 
and self-confidence it needs, when one comes to look into it closely, to undertake to teach, to 
judge, to write a thick book. . . .”  
It struck ten.  
“Come, boy, it’s bedtime,” said the prosecutor. “Say good-night and go.”  
“No, papa,” said Seryozha, “I will stay a little longer. Tell me something! Tell me a story. 
. . .”  
“Very well, only after the story you must go to bed at once.”  
Yevgeny Petrovitch on his free evenings was in the habit of telling Seryozha stories. Like 
most people engaged in practical affairs, he did not know a single poem by heart, and could not 
remember a single fairy tale, so he had to improvise. As a rule he began with the stereotyped: “In 
a certain country, in a certain kingdom,” then he heaped up all kinds of innocent nonsense and 
had no notion as he told the beginning how the story would go on, and how it would end. Scenes, 
characters, and situations were taken at random, impromptu, and the plot and the moral came of 
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itself as it were, with no plan on the part of the story-teller. Seryozha was very fond of this 
improvisation, and the prosecutor noticed that the simpler and the less ingenious the plot, the 
stronger the impression it made on the child.  
“Listen,” he said, raising his eyes to the ceiling. “Once upon a time, in a certain country, 
in a certain kingdom, there lived an old, very old emperor with a long grey beard, and . . . and 
with great grey moustaches like this. Well, he lived in a glass palace which sparkled and glittered 
in the sun, like a great piece of clear ice. The palace, my boy, stood in a huge garden, in which 
there grew oranges, you know . . . bergamots, cherries . . . tulips, roses, and lilies-of-the-valley 
were in flower in it, and birds of different colours sang there. . . . Yes. . . . On the trees there 
hung little glass bells, and, when the wind blew, they rang so sweetly that one was never tired of 
hearing them. Glass gives a softer, tenderer note than metals. . . . Well, what next? There were 
fountains in the garden. . . . Do you remember you saw a fountain at Auntie Sonya’s summer 
villa? Well, there were fountains just like that in the emperor’s garden, only ever so much bigger, 
and the jets of water reached to the top of the highest poplar.”  
Yevgeny Petrovitch thought a moment, and went on:  
“The old emperor had an only son and heir of his kingdom -- a boy as little as you. He 
was a good boy. He was never naughty, he went to bed early, he never touched anything on the 
table, and altogether he was a sensible boy. He had only one fault, he used to smoke. . . .”  
Seryozha listened attentively, and looked into his father’s eyes without blinking. The 
prosecutor went on, thinking: “What next?” He spun out a long rigmarole, and ended like this:  
“The emperor’s son fell ill with consumption through smoking, and died when he was 
twenty. His infirm and sick old father was left without anyone to help him. There was no one to 
govern the kingdom and defend the palace. Enemies came, killed the old man, and destroyed the 
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palace, and now there are neither cherries, nor birds, nor little bells in the garden. . . . That’s what 
happened.”  
This ending struck Yevgeny Petrovitch as absurd and naïve, but the whole story made an 
intense impression on Seryozha. Again his eyes were clouded by mournfulness and something 
like fear; for a minute he looked pensively at the dark window, shuddered, and said, in a sinking 
voice:  
“I am not going to smoke any more. . . .”  
When he had said good-night and gone away his father walked up and down the room 
and smiled to himself.  
“They would tell me it was the influence of beauty, artistic form,” he meditated. “It may 
be so, but that’s no comfort. It’s not the right way, all the same. . . . Why must morality and truth 
never be offered in their crude form, but only with embellishments, sweetened and gilded like 
pills? It’s not normal. . . . It’s falsification . . . deception . . . tricks . . . .”  
He thought of the jurymen to whom it was absolutely necessary to make a “speech,” of 
the general public who absorb history only from legends and historical novels, and of himself 
and how he had gathered an understanding of life not from sermons and laws, but from fables, 
novels, poems.  
“Medicine should be sweet, truth beautiful, and man has had this foolish habit since the 
days of Adam . . . though, indeed, perhaps it is all natural, and ought to be so. . . . There are 
many deceptions and delusions in nature that serve a purpose.”  
He set to work, but lazy, intimate thoughts still strayed through his mind for a good 
while. Overhead the scales could no longer be heard, but the inhabitant of the second storey was 




The Cask of Amontillado 
by Edgar Allan Poe 
The thousand injuries of Fortunato I had borne as I best could, but when he ventured 
upon insult I vowed revenge. You, who so well know the nature of my soul, will not suppose, 
however, that gave utterance to a threat. At length I would be avenged; this was a point 
definitely, settled – but the very definitiveness with which it was resolved precluded the idea of 
risk. I must not only punish but punish with impunity. A wrong is unredressed when retribution 
overtakes its redresser. It is equally unredressed when the avenger fails to make himself felt as 
such to him who has done the wrong. 
It must be understood that neither by word nor deed had I given Fortunato cause to doubt 
my good will. I continued, as was my wont, to smile in his face, and he did not perceive that my 
smile now was at the thought of his immolation. 
He had a weak point – this Fortunato – although in other regards he was a man to be 
respected and even feared. He prided himself on his connoisseurship in wine. Few Italians have 
the true virtuoso spirit. For the most part their enthusiasm is adopted to suit the time and 
opportunity, to practise imposture upon the British and Austrian millionaires. In painting and 
gemmary, Fortunato, like his countrymen, was a quack, but in the matter of old wines he was 
sincere. In this respect I did not differ from him materially; – I was skilful in the Italian vintages 
myself, and bought largely whenever I could. 
It was about dusk, one evening during the supreme madness of the carnival season, that I 
encountered my friend. He accosted me with excessive warmth, for he had been drinking much. 
The man wore motley. He had on a tight-fitting parti-striped dress, and his head was surmounted 
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by the conical cap and bells. I was so pleased to see him that I thought I should never have done 
wringing his hand. 
I said to him – “My dear Fortunato, you are luckily met. How remarkably well you are 
looking to-day. But I have received a pipe of what passes for Amontillado, and I have my 
doubts.” 
“How?” said he. “Amontillado? A pipe? Impossible! And in the middle of the carnival!” 
“I have my doubts,” I replied; “and I was silly enough to pay the full Amontillado price 
without consulting you in the matter. You were not to be found, and I was fearful of losing a 
bargain.” 
“Amontillado!” 
“I have my doubts.” 
“Amontillado!” 
“And I must satisfy them.” 
“Amontillado!” 
“As you are engaged, I am on my way to Luchresi. If any one has a critical turn it is he. 
He will tell me –” 
“Luchresi cannot tell Amontillado from Sherry.” 
“And yet some fools will have it that his taste is a match for your own.” 
“Come, let us go.” 
“Whither?” 
“To your vaults.” 
“My friend, no; I will not impose upon your good nature. I perceive you have an 
engagement. Luchresi –” 
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“I have no engagement; –come.” 
“My friend, no. It is not the engagement, but the severe cold with which I perceive you 
are afflicted. The vaults are insufferably damp. They are encrusted with nitre.” 
“Let us go, nevertheless. The cold is merely nothing. Amontillado! You have been 
imposed upon. And as for Luchresi, he cannot distinguish Sherry from Amontillado.” 
Thus speaking, Fortunato possessed himself of my arm; and putting on a mask of black 
silk and drawing a roquelaire closely about my person, I suffered him to hurry me to my palazzo. 
There were no attendants at home; they had absconded to make merry in honour of the 
time. I had told them that I should not return until the morning, and had given them explicit 
orders not to stir from the house. These orders were sufficient, I well knew, to insure their 
immediate disappearance, one and all, as soon as my back was turned. 
I took from their sconces two flambeaux, and giving one to Fortunato, bowed him 
through several suites of rooms to the archway that led into the vaults. I passed down a long and 
winding staircase, requesting him to be cautious as he followed. We came at length to the foot of 
the descent, and stood together upon the damp ground of the catacombs of the Montresors. 
The gait of my friend was unsteady, and the bells upon his cap jingled as he strode. 
“The pipe,” he said. 
“It is farther on,” said I; “but observe the white web-work which gleams from these 
cavern walls.” 
He turned towards me, and looked into my eyes with two filmy orbs that distilled the 
rheum of intoxication. 
“Nitre?” he asked, at length. 
“Nitre,” I replied. “How long have you had that cough?” 
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“Ugh! ugh! ugh! – ugh! ugh! ugh! – ugh! ugh! ugh! – ugh! ugh! ugh! – ugh! ugh! ugh!” 
My poor friend found it impossible to reply for many minutes. 
“It is nothing,” he said, at last. 
“Come,” I said, with decision, “we will go back; your health is precious. You are rich, 
respected, admired, beloved; you are happy, as once I was. You are a man to be missed. For me 
it is no matter. We will go back; you will be ill, and I cannot be responsible. Besides, there is 
Luchresi –” 
“Enough,” he said; “the cough’s a mere nothing; it will not kill me. I shall not die of a 
cough.” 
“True – true,” I replied; “and, indeed, I had no intention of alarming you unnecessarily – 
but you should use all proper caution. A draught of this Medoc will defend us from the damps.” 
Here I knocked off the neck of a bottle which I drew from a long row of its fellows that 
lay upon the mould. 
“Drink,” I said, presenting him the wine. 
He raised it to his lips with a leer. He paused and nodded to me familiarly, while his bells 
jingled. 
“I drink,” he said, “to the buried that repose around us.” 
“And I to your long life.” 
He again took my arm, and we proceeded. 
“These vaults,” he said, “are extensive.” 
“The Montresors,” I replied, “were a great and numerous family.” 
“I forget your arms.” 
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“A huge human foot d’or, in a field azure; the foot crushes a serpent rampant whose 
fangs are imbedded in the heel.” 
“And the motto?” 
“Nemo me impune lacessit.” 
“Good!” he said. 
The wine sparkled in his eyes and the bells jingled. My own fancy grew warm with the 
Medoc. We had passed through long walls of piled skeletons, with casks and puncheons 
intermingling, into the inmost recesses of the catacombs. I paused again, and this time I made 
bold to seize Fortunato by an arm above the elbow. 
“The nitre!” I said; “see, it increases. It hangs like moss upon the vaults. We are below 
the river’s bed. The drops of moisture trickle among the bones. Come, we will go back ere it is 
too late. Your cough –” 
“It is nothing,” he said; “let us go on. But first, another draught of the Medoc.” 
I broke and reached him a flagon of De Grave. He emptied it at a breath. His eyes flashed 
with a fierce light. He laughed and threw the bottle upwards with a gesticulation I did not 
understand. 
I looked at him in surprise. He repeated the movement – a grotesque one. 
“You do not comprehend?” he said. 
“Not I,” I replied. 
“Then you are not of the brotherhood.” 
“How?” 
“You are not of the masons.” 
“Yes, yes,” I said; “yes, yes.” 
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“You? Impossible! A mason?” 
“A mason,” I replied. 
“A sign,” he said, “a sign.” 
“It is this,” I answered, producing from beneath the folds of my roquelaire a trowel. 
“You jest,” he exclaimed, recoiling a few paces. “But let us proceed to the Amontillado.” 
“Be it so,” I said, replacing the tool beneath the cloak and again offering him my arm. He 
leaned upon it heavily. We continued our route in search of the Amontillado. We passed through 
a range of low arches, descended, passed on, and descending again, arrived at a deep crypt, in 
which the foulness of the air caused our flambeaux rather to glow than flame. 
At the most remote end of the crypt there appeared another less spacious. Its walls had 
been lined with human remains, piled to the vault overhead, in the fashion of the great catacombs 
of Paris. Three sides of this interior crypt were still ornamented in this manner. From the fourth 
side the bones had been thrown down, and lay promiscuously upon the earth, forming at one 
point a mound of some size. Within the wall thus exposed by the displacing of the bones, we 
perceived a still interior crypt or recess, in depth about four feet, in width three, in height six or 
seven. It seemed to have been constructed for no especial use within itself, but formed merely the 
interval between two of the colossal supports of the roof of the catacombs, and was backed by 
one of their circumscribing walls of solid granite. 
It was in vain that Fortunato, uplifting his dull torch, endeavoured to pry into the depth of 
the recess. Its termination the feeble light did not enable us to see. 
“Proceed,” I said; “herein is the Amontillado. As for Luchresi –” 
“He is an ignoramus,” interrupted my friend, as he stepped unsteadily forward, while I 
followed immediately at his heels. In an instant he had reached the extremity of the niche, and 
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finding his progress arrested by the rock, stood stupidly bewildered. A moment more and I had 
fettered him to the granite. In its surface were two iron staples, distant from each other about two 
feet, horizontally. From one of these depended a short chain, from the other a padlock. Throwing 
the links about his waist, it was but the work of a few seconds to secure it. He was too much 
astounded to resist. Withdrawing the key I stepped back from the recess. 
“Pass your hand,” I said, “over the wall; you cannot help feeling the nitre. Indeed, it is 
very damp. Once more let me implore you to return. No? Then I must positively leave you. But I 
must first render you all the little attentions in my power.” 
“The Amontillado!” ejaculated my friend, not yet recovered from his astonishment. 
“True,” I replied; “the Amontillado.” 
As I said these words I busied myself among the pile of bones of which I have before 
spoken. Throwing them aside, I soon uncovered a quantity of building stone and mortar. With 
these materials and with the aid of my trowel, I began vigorously to wall up the entrance of the 
niche. 
I had scarcely laid the first tier of the masonry when I discovered that the intoxication of 
Fortunato had in a great measure worn off. The earliest indication I had of this was a low 
moaning cry from the depth of the recess. It was not the cry of a drunken man. There was then a 
long and obstinate silence. I laid the second tier, and the third, and the fourth; and then I heard 
the furious vibrations of the chain. The noise lasted for several minutes, during which, that I 
might hearken to it with the more satisfaction, I ceased my labours and sat down upon the bones. 
When at last the clanking subsided, I resumed the trowel, and finished without interruption the 
fifth, the sixth, and the seventh tier. The wall was now nearly upon a level with my breast. I 
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again paused, and holding the flambeaux over the mason-work, threw a few feeble rays upon the 
figure within. 
A succession of loud and shrill screams, bursting suddenly from the throat of the chained 
form, seemed to thrust me violently back. For a brief moment I hesitated, I trembled. 
Unsheathing my rapier, I began to grope with it about the recess; but the thought of an instant 
reassured me. I placed my hand upon the solid fabric of the catacombs, and felt satisfied. I 
reapproached the wall; I replied to the yells of him who clamoured. I re-echoed, I aided, I 
surpassed them in volume and in strength. I did this, and the clamourer grew still. 
It was now midnight, and my task was drawing to a close. I had completed the eighth, the 
ninth and the tenth tier. I had finished a portion of the last and the eleventh; there remained but a 
single stone to be fitted and plastered in. I struggled with its weight; I placed it partially in its 
destined position. But now there came from out the niche a low laugh that erected the hairs upon 
my head. It was succeeded by a sad voice, which I had difficulty in recognizing as that of the 
noble Fortunato. The voice said – 
“Ha! ha! ha! – he! he! he! – a very good joke, indeed – an excellent jest. We will have 
many a rich laugh about it at the palazzo – he! he! he! – over our wine – he! he! he!” 
“The Amontillado!” I said. 
“He! he! he! – he! he! he! – yes, the Amontillado. But is it not getting late? Will not they 
be awaiting us at the palazzo, the Lady Fortunato and the rest? Let us be gone.” 
“Yes,” I said, “let us be gone.” 
“For the love of God, Montresor!” 
“Yes,” I said, “for the love of God!” 




No answer. I called again – 
“Fortunato!” 
No answer still. I thrust a torch through the remaining aperture and let it fall within. 
There came forth in return only a jingling of the bells. My heart grew sick; it was the dampness 
of the catacombs that made it so. I hastened to make an end of my labour. I forced the last stone 
into its position; I plastered it up. Against the new masonry I re-erected the old rampart of bones. 





The Garden of Forking Paths1 
by Jorge Luis Borges 
On page 22 of Liddell Hart’s History of World War I you will read that an attack against the 
Serre-Montauban line by thirteen British divisions (supported by 1,400 artillery pieces), planned 
for the 24th of July, 1916, had to be postponed until the morning of the 29th. The torrential rains, 
Captain Liddell Hart comments, caused this delay, an insignificant one, to be sure. 
The following statement, dictated, reread and signed by Dr. Yu Tsun, former professor of 
English at the Hochschule at Tsingtao, throws an unsuspected light over the whole affair. The 
first two pages of the document are missing. 
“. . . and I hung up the receiver. Immediately afterwards, I recognized the voice that had 
answered in German. It was that of Captain Richard Madden. Madden’s presence in Viktor 
Runeberg’s apartment meant the end of our anxieties and – but this seemed, or should have 
seemed, very secondary to me – also the end of our lives. It meant that Runeberg had been 
arrested or murdered. Before the sun set on that day, I would encounter the same fate. Madden 
was implacable. Or rather, he was obliged to be so. An Irishman at the service of England, a man 
accused of laxity and perhaps of treason, how could he fail to seize and be thankful for such a 
miraculous opportunity: the discovery, capture, maybe even the death of two agents of the 
German Reich? I went up to my room; absurdly I locked the door and threw myself on my back 
on the narrow iron cot. Through the window I saw the familiar roofs and the cloud-shaded six 
o’clock sun. It seemed incredible to me that day without premonitions or symbols should be the 
one of my inexorable death. In spite of my dead father, in spite of having been a child in a 
                                                
1 This represents the excerpt used in the study. 
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symmetrical garden of Hai Feng, was I – now – going to die? Then I reflected that everything 
happens to a man precisely, precisely now. Centuries of centuries and only in the present do 
things happen; countless men in the air, on the face of the earth and the sea, and all that really is 
happening is happening to me . . . The almost intolerable recollection of Madden’s horselike face 
banished these wanderings. In the midst of my hatred and terror (it means nothing to me now to 
speak of terror, now that I have mocked Richard Madden, now that my throat yearns for the 
noose) it occurred to me that tumultuous and doubles happy warrior did not suspect that I 
possessed the Secret. The name of the exact location of the new British artillery park on the 
River Ancre. A bird streaked across the gray sky and blindly I translated it into an airplane and 
that airplane into many (against the French sky) annihilating the artillery station with vertical 
bombs. If only my mouth, before a bullet shattered it, could cry out that secret name so it could 
be heard in Germany . . . My human voice was very weak. How might I make it carry to the ear 
of the Chief? To the ear of that sick and hateful man who knew nothing of Runeberg and me 
save that we were in Staffordshire and who was waiting in vain for our report in his arid office in 
Berlin, endlessly examining newspapers . . . I said out loud: I must see. I sat up noiselessly, in a 
useless perfection of silence, as if Madden were already lying in wait for me. Something – 
perhaps the mere vain ostentation of proving my resources were nil – made me look through my 
pockets. I found what I knew I would find. The American watch, the nickel chain and the square 
coin, the key ring with the incriminating useless keys to Runeberg’s apartment, the notebook, a 
letter which I resolved to destroy immediately (and which I did not destroy), a crown, two 
shillings and a few pence, the red and blue pencil, the handkerchief, the revolver with one bullet. 
Absurdly, I took it in my hand and weighed it in order to inspire courage within myself. Vaguely 
I thought that a pistol report can be heard at a great distance. In ten minutes my plan was 
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perfected. The telephone book listed the name of the only person capable of transmitting the 





Student as Reader Questionnaire 
Please	  answer	  each	  question	  by	  circling	  the	  appropriate	  number.	  You	  may	  refer	  to	  
the	  story	  you’ve	  read	  if	  you	  choose.	  
	  
I	  like	  to	  read.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
I	  am	  a	  good	  reader.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
I	  like	  English	  compared	  to	  other	  subjects.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
I	  have	  enjoyed	  reading	  more	  over	  the	  past	  two	  years.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
I	  have	  gotten	  better	  at	  reading	  over	  the	  past	  two	  years.	  
	   	  
1	   	   2	   	   3	   	   4	   	   5	  
Strongly	  disagree	   Disagree	   Neutral	   Agree	   Strongly	  agree	  
	  
Please	  answer	  the	  next	  three	  questions	  in	  your	  own	  sentences.	  
	  





























A	  hypothetical	  student	  you	  know	  finds	  it	  boring	  to	  read	  for	  English	  class,	  but	  works	  hard	  
in	  all	  other	  academic	  areas.	  What	  reasons	  do	  you	  think	  could	  account	  for	  this	  student’s	  
feeling?	  If	  you	  were	  this	  student’s	  English	  teacher,	  what	  would	  you	  do	  to	  try	  to	  change	  





















There	  is	  one	  additional	  prompt	  I’d	  like	  you	  to	  answer.	  It’s	  on	  the	  next	  page,	  and	  










Analysis of Think-Aloud Responses in Relation to Paragraph Placement on Page 
It is essential to note that the broad and deep richness of qualitative data from the think-
aloud readers individually and comparatively would seem to mitigate significantly against 
concerns related to equity of response comment distribution; each reader articulated numerous 
comments during his or her think-alouds, and invested time, energy, and enthusiasm in each 
protocol. Very rarely did the need present itself to prompt a reader because of sustained silence 
while reading. Thus, the contention will continue to be that the qualitative excellence of the 
think-aloud methodology’s performance for this study is ultimately the truest measure of the 
methodology’s validity. However, one attempt at quantitative demonstration of the 
methodology’s validity is presented here, along with further explanation of why the qualitative 
dimension is ultimately superior for judging validity of such research. 
As discussed in Chapter III, several research variables for a think-aloud protocol such as 
the one implemented for this study relate to how the written text will be presented to the student. 
Because a lengthy written text necessarily spans several pages, one particularly impactful 
variable would seem to be how paragraphs and spacing are used on each page, with the potential 
for decisions in that regard to affect how students comment on the story. Since I had printed 
Home and The Cask of Amontillado in blocks of no more than two standard-length paragraphs 
per page in order to assist me in identifying where the student reader was when commenting1, the 
possibility presented itself that the student reader would be more naturally inclined to comment 
on paragraphs immediately precedent to page turns, thus skewing the think-aloud data toward 
such paragraphs and away from others. Given the variability of actual paragraph length, some 
                                                
1 As discussed in Chapter VI, The Garden of Forking Paths was printed with one sentence per 
page for an alternate think-aloud protocol. 
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pages had as few as one paragraph and others had as many as seven paragraphs of text, 
potentially skewing the think-aloud data even further if students were more apt to comment when 
turning pages of text, rather than in a more natural way. 
It could be hypothesized that a valid think-aloud protocol set would generate response 
comments equitable in their distribution in response to paragraphs immediately precedent to page 
turns and paragraphs not immediately precedent to page turns. That hypothesis is in general 
borne out, to the extent it can be, by the following quantitative analysis. 
Each student participant’s comments2 have been analyzed in regard to whether they were 
responsive to paragraphs immediately precedent to page turns, or to other paragraphs. Figure 29 
presents that data for students’ initial readings of Home, students’ rereadings of Home, and 
students’ initial readings of The Cask of Amontillado. 
  
                                                
2 As discussed in Chapter IV, some comments came during paragraphs, as opposed to at the ends 
of paragraphs, and I noted, to the greatest extent possible, where the student was in the text when 
he or she spoke, and asked for clarification if unsure. However, the data presentation and 
analysis continues to treat as similar all comments coming during or at the end of a paragraph, 



































































































































































































































































































































































































Although the data presented in Figure 29 are relevant to some degree, they suggest 
conclusions that ultimately are only provisional. They include the tentative suggestions that 
Randall and Alexis were at two opposite poles in the response patterns of their initial readings of 
Home; that Alexis continued in her rereading of Home to be more responsive than others were to 
paragraphs immediately precedent to page turns; and that Yasmin was notably different from her 
peers in the response pattern of her initial reading of The Cask of Amontillado. 
Yet the ultimate insufficiency with this data analysis is first that it fails to account for the 
fact that there was not an even distribution of those paragraphs immediately precedent to page 
turns and those paragraphs not immediately precedent to page turns: some pages of text 
contained several paragraphs prior to their ultimate paragraphs, and this was particularly true 
with The Cask of Amontillado, for which only 18% of paragraphs ended pages, compared with 
Home, for which 29% of paragraphs ended pages. This additional data suggests a more cautious 
evaluation of the Figure 29 data: that Alexis was an outlier in her response patterns to Home; and 
that Alexis, not Yasmin, was an outlier in her response pattern to The Cask of Amontillado. 
A further complication comes from the essential fact that, while the impact of paragraph 
placement on think-aloud response patterns should not be overlooked, not all paragraphs are 
equivalent, whether in easily countable ways such as word count or in more complex ways such 
as cognitive load or importance to the reading processes enacted with the complex literary texts 
that were the basis of this study to begin with. For example, accounting for the total word count 
of the paragraphs immediately precedent to page turns, with the very rough assumption that, the 
more words in paragraphs, the more one may have to say about them3, in Home, the paragraphs 
                                                
3 This, too, must be problematized based on the knowledge that more words may create more 
text redundancy, which can be a potentially helpful factor while reading a complex text, but only 
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immediately precedent to page turns were comprised of 1,336 words, or 36% of the total words 
in the story, while in The Cask of Amontillado, such paragraphs were comprised of 831 words, or 
35% of the total words in the story. This additional data suggests an even more cautious 
evaluation of the Figure 29 data: that Alexis was an outlier in her response patterns to Home, 
though less of an outlier than the prior analysis suggested; and that neither Alexis nor Yasmin 
was an outlier in her response pattern to The Cask of Amontillado. 
 In the final analysis, then, what the quantitative analysis is most useful for is in 
demonstrating, as demonstrated above, the substantial breadth of response patterns across student 
readers and across texts. While it may be the case that story formatting affected at least certain 
students’ response patterns in that some students appear to have been somewhat more responsive 
to paragraphs immediately precedent to page turns than to other paragraphs, no ultimately 
satisfactory analytical tool would seem to be able to clearly isolate difference in that regard given 
that the complexities of texts are ultimately qualitative.4 Joined to the fact that think-aloud 
commentary is cumulative in the sense that it is informed by what has been read prior, and thus 
is not totally isolable in linkage to the paragraph on which the student appears to be responding 
at any given time, it is the breadth and depth of qualitative richness that should compel attention 
and merit continued use of think-aloud methodology. 
                                                                                                                                                       
potentially, since, as seen with The Cask of Amontillado, text redundancy may be problematic 
rather than helpful in certain instances. 
4 At the same time, it would be possible in future research to investigate the potential 
differentials of protocol differences such as having only one paragraph of printed text per page or 
having paragraphs run, as in typical printed text, until a next page is needed. This study chose a 
middle ground, but other approaches to the concerns of presenting lengthy written text would be 
possible, and future research might well explore such alternate possibilities. 
